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What Readers are saying about
Cream from Butterflies

 


“Brought me back to my childhood
growing up in another small Wisconsin town in the same era. I
didn't want the book to ever end. This would be on a MUST READ list
if you grew up in the 50's and 60's.”

 


“The author puts such depth into her
writings. As you read this book, one feels her thoughts,
understands her dreams for her future and is saddened by her
unhappiness at times, with her life. This is a journal filled with
her every day "tidbits" of youth. The author expounds and writes
about what is happening on a daily basis in her home town, Chippewa
Falls, WI. Chippewa Falls is a small uppper midwest town. Many
individuals might find it boring as did the author, at times. She
wrote how she looked forward to moving away to "find herself"
instead of depending on her family's inner circle. However, at the
end of the writings, after she had gone to a prestigious university
to get her degree, she returned years later and found peace in the
town she grew up in. I loved reading this book. I believe anyone
who kept a journal while growing up, will laugh at times, cry
secretly within, and most importantly picture
themselves!”
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 Dear
Diary, When I Grow Up…

 


March 4 , 1959-Bob and Dicky wouldn’t leave me
alone going home from school. I’m going to be a writer I THINK!
Well GOOD NIGHT!

 


March 7, 1960-I wrote a play called “A Hike in
the Alps.” I intend to become a writer when I am older.

 


July 30, 1961-I’m trying to write a book but I
doubt I’ll ever finish it.

 


November 24, 1961-My dream to go to New York
to be a writer and be on my own is going to be more than a fantasy.
It’s going to be reality.

 


Memorandum, 1961-My greatest dream is to
write. Oh! How I wish I had some talent. Maybe I do. I certainly
hope so.

 


January 6, 1962-I’m going to really start
writing stories. I’ll write fiction and maybe send it into a
magazine.

 


January 31, 1962-Someday I’m going to be a
famous writer. That is I hope.

 


February 4, 1963-I intend to right (sic) a
very famous book. I am very serious about it.

 


March 12, 1963-I will succeed in life. I will
be something.

 


July 14, 1963-I feel very poetical so must go
back to my poems.

 


August 20, 1963-I am planning to send in some
stories to Seventeen magazine. I have to type them up
yet.

 


August 21, 1963-I mailed two stories and a
poem to Seventeen. I felt very grown up.

 


August 23, 1963-I think Mom could have made a
very good writer. I want to be a writer and a pianist. I must work
for both.

 


August 28, 1963-I want to be a writer. I must
be a writer.

 



 


Key to Relationships




Mother: Elaine Ella Deuel
Hennekens

 


Dad: Theodore John
Hennekens

 


Sisters: Judith (Judy), oldest; Nancy,
younger; Cynthia (Cindy), youngest

 


Maternal Grandparents: Ethel and
Arnold H. Deuel

 


Mother’s Sister and her Husband: Aunt
Joyce and Uncle Hank

 


Maternal Cousins: Barbara, Marsha, and
Tom; John, Dan and Jim

 


Mother’s Brother and his Wife: Orin
and Beverly

 


Paternal Grandparents: Anna and Fred
Hennekens, Sr.

 


Dad’s Sister and her Husband: Helen
and Herb

 


Dad’s Brother: Howard
Hennekens

 


Cousins of Dad’s: Henry and August
Plagge


 Chapter One

My Diary

 


In 1958, Mother and Dad gave me a
five-year diary for Christmas. It was covered with white vinyl. I
felt warmth in my touch as I ran my fingers over the cover. Gray
flowers in various shapes and sizes twirled in gold under my
fingertips. A clasp with a tiny lock wrapped the middle; a
diminutive key to the lock lay enclosed in a small manila envelope
at the bottom of the box. Durand manufactured this diary, model
number 1555, the color, white mist. It seemed like a grown up
present. I picked it up and sniffed the pages, breathing the smell
of clean, blank paper seeming to carry a promise of adventure and
romance, heady perfume to a starry-eyed dreamer. I felt as if
recording my life would make me into a story character. I read
about characters who wrote in their diaries—that fascinated me—I
would be able to be like them.

On January 1, 1959, I began recording
my life. Space allotted for each day was meager, one and a quarter
inches, which the manufacturer tried to make up for by spacing the
lines closely together. I would have a hard time containing my
sprawling, jerky handwriting. Before I made my first entry, I wrote
a letter to my diary on the inside front cover.

“Dear Diary,” I began, “as long as I’m
going to write in you I will tell you a little about me. Age 10
going to be eleven, shy, don’t care for boys. I’ve got hazel eyes,
black hair, plump legs, a slender waist. Someday I’m going to marry
and have 4 to 6 kids. Marry a nice man who understands me.” I
signed off as “Your Writing Companion.”

I wrote my name where I was supposed
to, then filled in the space for January 1, listing my Christmas
presents but not mentioning the diary. Apparently I believed it was
already a known fact.

For the next five years, using ink, not
pencil, I wrote down what I thought was important about each day as
well as what was going on in the lives of the people around me. I
recorded what was happening in the bigger world. I wrote about
weather, when I went to bed, movies, and books. As I developed and
grew, I began recording my feelings, hopes and dreams. Each day’s
tiny space piled onto the other tiny spaces in a steady accretion
paints a picture of my childhood and me. Reading it now, I can
clearly see how ordinary my daily activities were, but, of course,
I didn’t know it at the time. I was like a caterpillar living in a
cocoon.

When I finished the diary, I put it
away. There were no blank pages. Every page was filled, an
accomplishment to be sure; another thing I didn’t realize. I forgot
about the diary, except when packing to move. Several times I
almost threw it away. I stopped myself before the loss was
irretrievable, once going as far as throwing it in the waste
basket, and then, reclaiming it. The last time I moved, I put the
tattered box containing the diary on my bookshelf and added other
diaries and journals. It was an impressive collection.

Then I reached my fifties. Wearing my
writer’s hat, I realized what a rich resource was at my disposal, a
gold mine to quarry. Maybe I could use the diary to recreate a
mid-twentieth century childhood and my dream to be a writer. I grew
up in a small town in the Midwest without any degree of
sophistication; modern intrusions were still minimal. There was an
innocence in those years that no longer exists. Not because I am
special, but because it is my diary, my life is part of the story,
as I dreamed it would be when I was a little girl. My diary is
finally being used as I originally hoped.

By now, I’ve lived many of my dreams.
I have a Bachelor of Science degree in journalism and a master’s
degree in management science. I earned a living writing, producing
newsletters, news releases and other kinds of corporate writing. I
wrote and self-published three women’s books, one of which sold
well, even internationally. I have other writing credits too
numerous to mention: novels, features, essays, articles, and poems.
I was paid to follow my passion. I am still writing. A literary
agent represented me for six years until I decided to wait no
longer for a New York publisher. I am like thousands of writers who
never catapult to fame to become a household name but who write
what needs writing, and, occasionally, touch someone’s life with
words.

It is habit for me to write, but it is
more than habit. I need to write. Writing is a mainstay in my life.
Writing is home base. My life was sometimes unhappy. I’d settled
into real lasting happiness only in my fifties, but writing has
always been a place where enjoyment and pleasure from the work make
me happy.

I’ve also ventured into other areas of
art, working as a visual artist as well, thereupon broadening my
definition of who I am as an artist. Still, as much as I love
making art, as much as I love working with color, there are things
about writing I cannot live without. I love sitting at the computer
writing. It makes me feel settled. I love shuffling words. It makes
me feel mentally alive. I love searching for a word to describe
exactly what I am trying to say. It hones my thoughts. Most of all,
I love being in my head writing. It is like cream, the richest part
of life.

For me, the physical world pales in comparison
to the spiritual and intellectual; I see this orientation in the
diary entries I wrote at eleven, twelve years old, etc. Art making
is pure unadulterated joy, tapping into the spiritual, dipping into
the rainbow palette of colors, but writing, studied and careful,
reflects the intellectual. They balance each other and fill my need
for both.

Writing a diary entry everyday was
good training ground for a life of writing. I have the discipline
that writing requires. Forget inspiration. What writers need is
discipline to write when there is no inspiration; inspiration comes
from the work of writing.

With only a vague idea about where
this diary project would take me, I set to work transcribing
entries as I wrote them, bad grammar, poorly worded sentences,
emotional outbursts, all of it. I changed very little, although
most last names have been abbreviated and most misspellings
corrected to avoid distraction.

Then I wrote the stories that
accompany my diary. I tried to be true to the facts and remember
correctly. I made an effort to not give in to literary license ,
but writing a personal memoir is dangerous territory. The very
thing we depend on to draw a picture of the past is, in itself,
faulty, and the very act of remembering changes memory. To claim
that my diary proves anything is shaky. My entries are perceptions
filtered by attitudes and feelings and, though they may be
factually correct, they are still my interpretation of the events.
Having said all this, I assert that my memories tell a story and
each of them has truth.

I want to begin with my parents’
story, Theodore (Ted) and Elaine Deuel Hennekens and how it came to
be that they lived with their daughters in a big stucco house on
the corner of Dover and Wheaton in Chippewa Falls, an historic
river town in the northwest part of Wisconsin. I will return again
and again to their story, not only because it is a way of honoring
and cherishing them now that they are gone, but because children’s
lives reflect so much of their parents’ lives and personalities.
When we are young, we try not to be like them, and then one day,
when we’ve grown, many of us understand that to be like them would
be an accomplishment. The story of Ted and Elaine Hennekens is how
I came to exist at all and how it came to be that I lived with
butterflies in my bedroom on Dover Street.

 



 Chapter Two

Romance

 


When I consider the number of chance
events needing alignment before I could come into existence, I am
astonished I exist at all.

If my father, Theodore John Hennekens,
born on a farm in rural Chippewa County, Wisconsin, hadn’t joined
the Army Air Force; if he hadn’t been stationed at the Hotel
Stevens in Chicago; if, in his free time, he hadn’t taken his light
feet dancing to perfect his smooth style on the silky ballroom
floors of the Windy City; if my mother, Elaine Ella Deuel, born in
the small town of Arnold, also in Chippewa County, ten years after
Dad; if she, who had lived with knowledge of his existence most of
her life, hadn’t been homesick while working as a cashier that
summer of 1943 at Walgreen’s in downtown Chicago; if she hadn’t
learned that Ted Hennekens was stationed in Chicago; if she hadn’t
hoped for an exciting summer away from teaching in rural Wisconsin,
I wouldn’t be.

Back home in Wisconsin, they would
have looked right past each other, he wild, older and experienced
with women, she young and naïve, striving for a different
goal.

Truth is, people look different out of
their native environment.

In Chicago, wearing his pressed staff
sergeant dress uniform with stripes and insignia on the sleeve,
medals and pins above the pocket, black hair neat and gleaming,
shoes polished, standing straight and tall, Dad did not look like a
boy who had grown up on a farm where Indians once roamed. He was no
longer a ruffian leering at young women like Mother when she passed
the garage where he worked as the mechanic.

Mother, wearing a blue silk suit with
cut-work on the front, tiny cloth-covered buttons fastened by silk
loops, black patent pumps showing the curve of her ankles, the
seams of her stockings running straight up the back of shapely
calves, displayed to that handsome staff sergeant the come-hither
look of a woman ready for romancing.

Four weeks later, on July 3, 1943, on
the 23rd floor of the Hotel Stevens, 720 S. Michigan
Avenue, an auxiliary Catholic chaplain in front of two witnesses
officiated the wedding ceremony.

The perfect alignment of chance
clicked into place, creating my future.

Stars in their eyes, he held her close
to his chest; she smiled shyly. The wedding photographer captured
not only their wedding day but also a proud besotted expression on
his face, a bedazzled dazed look on hers as they smiled at the
stranger behind the lens.

I was the second born of four
daughters. I came along as they started settling down. They went
into the world not knowing they were meant to find each other.
Having succeeded at that, when the time was right, they returned to
Holcombe where their life flowed forward from the very spot where
it began for each separately.

My life is a result of their romance.
They remained in love. Though their passion was subsumed by
responsibilities, they carried their daughters with them as they
made the best life they could out of that love.


Chapter Three

 Dover
Street Becomes Home

 


I was four when we moved to Dover Street from
a tiny house at 801 St. Augustine Street, Chippewa Falls,
Wisconsin. I spent the rest of my childhood in that stately stucco.
My grandmother, Ethel Deuel, often retold her favorite story about
the Dover Street house. She and my grandfather owned it for six
years before they sold it to my parents on November 3,
1952.

This is how she told the story. She is
resting on a chaise lounge on the front porch. The chaise lounge is
covered with a long red vinyl cushion. It sits at one corner of the
porch. Screens in the big arched windows make it hard to see inside
to the porch.

Two boys walk by. One asks, “Who lives
there?”

The other replies, “Someone rich. I
think a doctor.”

Their footsteps halted. Grama (I was
quite surprised when writing this to discover the correct spelling
is Gramma. My grandmother used Grama when writing letters or
signing cards so I have continued to used this familiar spelling.)
raised her head, looking out through the screens, watching them
gaze at the house. Then one of them said, “Come on, we’re going to
be late getting home for supper” and they took off with a
run.

Grama loved telling this story. She
relished the idea that she lived in a house so grand it was
mistaken for a doctor’s. It conferred upon her life the prestige
and glamour she yearned for as a little girl. She especially liked
telling the story when she and my grandfather were eating with us
on the front porch, where her story took place.

We’d be scattered about a round card
table, a clear sheet of plastic covering the tablecloth Mother made
at the suggestion of a decorator named Mr. Hal Newton. Mr. Newton
came to us through Grama. Whatever he suggested was the pinnacle of
advice. Mr. Newton’s name rang in our ears whenever Grama and
Mother discussed decorating plans.

Seaming together two pieces of black
and white checkered fabric, then sticking a pin in the middle and
attaching a line of chalk to the pin, Mother drew a circle and cut
around it, then hemmed the tablecloth, and added thick white fringe
at the edge. The round tablecloth was a project. She was proud of
how well it turned out. We kept it covered with clear plastic.
After eating on the tablecloth, we wiped the plastic with a
dishcloth, and then dried with a dishtowel.

We loved eating on our porches. We ate
on the back porch most of the time , but with company, the front
porch. It was more formal.

The front porch was black and white
accented with red. The chaise lounge was still there, an ample
resting spot, with a back that stood up or lay down. Its cushion
was redder than the brick color of the floor. Unless Dad put it
down to nap, the back was sitting up, for reading, for sitting and
visiting, for street watching. In the summer, it was one of my
favorite places to read the daily paper.

My parents re-covered folding cloth
chairs with black canvas. Dad took the chairs apart; Mother sewed
the seat and back covers from black canvas, straining her heavy
Pfaff sewing machine with the thick material and strong thread.
Then the two of them worked together, tugging and pulling, to fit
the canvas pieces onto the metal frame. The finished chairs were
wider than the table. When we ate, we bent awkwardly over our
plates to avoid spills.

When not at the table, the chairs were
scattered around the porch, creating an impression of casual
elegance. At this point, our home was elegant, tastefully
decorated.

A red ceramic ashtray where Dad
emptied his pipe sat on the card table. Our job was to keep it
clean between uses. The rough stucco walls were painted white and
the rusty old screens replaced with combination windows.

In telling the story, Grama laid claim
to living in the Dover Street house first, before Mother and Dad
bought it. Grama was taking credit for installing her oldest
daughter in a house worthy of the Deuel family. As Grama saw it,
the Deuels were better than the Hennekens.

Dad was the fifth of eight children
born to a German emigrant and a second-generation French woman. His
father, Frederick William Hennekens, was born in Sern, Germany, in
1870. His mother, Anna Gourdoux Hennekens, was born in Flambeau,
Wisconsin in 1878.

The Hennekens were farm people,
tilling the flat tableland of Hanover for generations; however
Fred’s parents lost their land in a lawsuit. Fred’s mother died
when he was four and a half. He was taken in and raised by the
Rullriede family. He attended grade school, and then began working,
herding geese, cattle and sheep.

Fred heard that America paid good
wages to immigrants. Two of his sisters sailed for America and were
settled at Flambeau in Chippewa County. Fred herded sheep to raise
money and saved $50 to buy passage on the steamship Aller. He
headed for the land of opportunity with his cousin Kate in 1887.
They landed in New York City. Fred found a job nearby in Elizabeth,
New Jersey, working at a restaurant. When relatives in Chippewa
County sent money for passage, he and Kate made their way to join
them.

In Flambeau, Fred worked as a woodsman
or for settlers. He saved enough money from his wages of $1.50 a
day to buy a farm, a 160-acre tract, in 1894 for $1,000. Only
eleven acres were cleared of stumps when he took possession. There
was a small log cabin standing on a knoll. Fred was a small, wiry
man, weighing only 155 pounds , but he knew how to work.

When Fred landed at Flambeau, he
spotted a young girl attending school there, the only white girl,
the rest Indian children, and three white boys. Her name was Anna
Gourdoux, daughter of a prosperous farmer and his wife. Five years
after Fred bought his farm, April 12, 1899, he married Anna, and
brought her home to his four-room log cabin not far from where Anna
grew up. Nine months later, their first son was born. Seventeen
years later, Fred and Anna owned a two story, nine-room wooden
farmhouse, and bought both a Studebaker car and a new washing
machine in the same year, the year in which Anna gave birth to
their eighth and last child, a daughter.

Fred and Anna Hennekens were important
in Flambeau, Fred considered quite successful, Anna exceptionally
kind. Both are buried in a prominent location in the cemetery of
the Catholic Church that dominates the small community. Fred
remained a Lutheran, but Anna insisted that she and the children
follow the Catholic faith. All the children were raised Catholic,
but Anna also served as president of the women’s auxiliary of the
Lutheran Church. She and Fred were pragmatic, practical people who
got on well with everybody.

Dad certainly did not view this
lineage as less worthy than the Deuels.

Grama skipped over her Hewitt roots.
She considered herself a Deuel now that she was married to one. She
was a schoolteacher before she married Grampa. She believed as a
teacher she belonged to a better class of people.

The Deuels came to America with the
Pilgrims. As their trek over many generations from the East through
New York State to the Midwest is traced, there is plenty of
evidence that they were enterprising and successful.That was my
grandfather’s line, the Deuel side.

Grama overlooked her own mother,
Flavia May Farr Hewitt, who left three children—my grandmother, her
sister Alferna, and her brother Raymond—to run off with her lover,
leaving the children behind with their father, George Luther
Hewitt. Grama was a toddler. Flavia herself was conceived out of
wedlock even though Flavia’s mother, Amanda Farr, later married a
John Sankey.

I am not sure if Grama knew that fact
about her grandmother. I uncovered this surprise on the Internet
using genealogy and census records.

Family lore says that George Luther
Hewitt was a woodsman, often leaving his young wife and their three
children to cut trees. According to the story, he was mean and bad
tempered. Flavia took solace in the arms of another man during one
of his long absences. Then the story takes a turn towards grisly
though no facts substantiate this, only lore. George Luther Hewitt
killed his beautiful young wife and buried her in the woods behind
their shack. Alferna claimed she found a hank of her mother’s hair
blowing in the woods behind their shack after Flavia disappeared.
Another relative I contacted when writing my book said she
remembered hearing that Flavia went back to Germany. I couldn’t
substantiate that. I do know that Flavia was Welsh not
German.

So it is no surprise that Grama clung
to the Deuel line, to their prominence in the town of Arnold (named
for my grandfather Arnold), where Arnold’s father, Newton Herbert
Deuel, owned a hotel, a store, established a post office and
started a telephone company, the Deuel (or Arnold) line that
operated one hundred and seventeen miles of telephone connections.
For a little while, he ran a sawmill in Arnold. He also owned forty
acres of land adjoining his business interests in
Arnold.

Furthermore, Grampa attended Moler
Barber College on Hennepin Avenue in Minneapolis, Minnesota, at
Grama’s insistence so that he would have a “profession”. My Grampa
barbered all his life, but small town grocery stores were the main
source of income for the family.

It was probably a toss-up as to who
was more successful, the Hennekens or the Deuels.It’s likely they
were equal in stature and economic success. Nonetheless Grama
believed being a Deuel was everything.

Dad did not give Grama credit for
much, not after she and Grampa removed all the light bulbs from
Dover Street before Mother and Dad took possession, and certainly
did not believe they were better. He was proud of his family. Dad
felt that nothing was better than coming from a long line of
hardworking, God-fearing farmers.

What no one, including Dad, could deny
was the beauty of the house and yard. It was a Garden of Eden. He
would have to concede that Grama and Grampa planted and landscaped
the yard in such a way that the effect of the two elements—house
and yard—was elegance. Peonies by the driveway, arborvitae, Mugho
pine bushes, spirea, lily of the valley, snow on the mountain, a
single burning bush, honeysuckle, lilacs, both Persian and French,
a catalpa tree, a cherry tree, Blue Spruce trees, a mock orange
bush, Hopi crab trees, English Ivy on the house, elm trees lining
the boulevard and scattered across the yard, topped off by apple
trees in the back. There was variety and a show for every
season.

Dad planted a long honeysuckle hedge
that ran down the side yard, separating the boulevard along Dover
Street from our family’s yard. In the beginning, there was no
sidewalk in the boulevard, but as new houses were built, a sidewalk
was necessary. Then we were doubly thankful for the privacy the
hedge gave our yard. He kept the hedge trimmed to about shoulder
height. It was no easy task. The Dover Street lot was 275 feet long
and except for a few open spaces, the hedge ran its entire
length.

There was misunderstanding about the
address. Dover Street runs for six blocks and meets Wheaton Street
just before the corner where our house stood, and continues two
more blocks. Technically, the house sat at the end of Wheaton
Street that runs north and south and ends at the corner. The house
was built in 1910, when it was near the edge of town. Whatever the
reason, 1102 Dover Street not Wheaton Street, was
assigned.

Dover Street was a two-storied,
square, white stucco house. There were front and back porches and a
sleeping porch on the second floor. On the main floor, there was a
music room to the right as you entered the front door from the
porch, and a large living room with an angled brick fireplace at
the far end. The red brick was painted over with cool gray, but the
paint made the Greek key design that ran across the top of the
fireplace more visible.

The dining room was large with a
chandelier, magnificent built-in oak hutch, and a plate railing on
the wall in one corner. The oak doors and woodwork throughout the
house were never painted over. Their wood grain was beautiful under
shiny varnish.

The kitchen was long and narrow. A row
of windows looked west, out to the back porch on the other side.
There was a small pantry. Next to the kitchen, there was a small
bathroom with a tub and showerhead.

On the second floor, there were three
bedrooms, a large bathroom, and a large room with a kitchen on one
end and the enclosed sleeping porch on the other. The sleeping
porch butted up to one of the bedrooms, and had tall double hung
windows all around, some looking to the outside, some to the rooms
next to it.

On the third story, four gables topped
the hip roof, but there were windows only in the front gable. Three
windows looked over the front yard and directly down Dover Street,
the window in the middle slightly taller than the two on either
side. The attic floor was oak like the floors in the house, but
never finished. We speculated that there could be a ballroom up
there. The attic was fitted with clothes poles. Old clothes hung
along side the winter coats Mother toted up every spring. There
were boxes of old books, toys we outgrew, and discarded
furniture.

Each summer, there were several
instances when bats flew down the chimney and into the house. The
chimney was crooked, leaning very slightly to one side. Eventually
Mother and Dad fitted the fireplace with brass panels and glass
doors. Then bats no longer startled us on warm summer nights with
their wild swooping search for an exit.

The basement had many small rooms,
including a dirt floor root cellar under the front porch that
doubled as our storm shelter, a furnace room, a laundry room, and
another room Dad used as his office. At the bottom of the basement
steps was a small room tiled with red and white squares where we
played school. A black chalkboard Dad made hung on the wall with an
old school desk in front of it.

A prominent politician built the
house. Alexander Wiley was a senator for the state of Wisconsin. He
was elected to four terms, from 1939 to 1963, serving as Chairman
of both the Foreign Relations and Judiciary Committees.He was
instrumental in the building of the St. Lawrence Seaway.

Grampa and Grama purchased the house
from Senator Wiley and his wife May on February 23rd,
1945. A Bertha Souba is also listed on the deed. Bertha is the one
who actually lived in the house. Grama and Grampa were living in
Holcombe, WI, when they bought the house, running a grocery store
in the tiny village. They didn’t move to the Dover Street house
right away because of the store so Grama’s cousin, Bill Dunn and
his wife Maurita, rented the house. The Dunns would not move out
when my grandparents were ready to move in so my grandparents moved
in with them. Both families lived there together until Grama
insisted the Dunns move. They never spoke again.

Mother and Dad bought the house from
my grandparents when they left the grocery business. When I was
born in 1948, Mother and Dad were running a grocery store in
Holcombe. Grama and Grampa owned a succession of small grocery
stores in different towns in northwest Wisconsin—Hannibal, Arnold,
Eau Claire, and then Holcombe. My grandfather also barbered, and
worked for the U.S. Postal Service driving the mail route from
Holcombe to Chippewa Falls.

My grandparents had sold the Holcombe
store, but the buyer stopped making payments. Mother and Dad were
living in Wisconsin Rapids. Dad was honorably discharged from the
service. They were struggling, Dad working in a feed store selling
feed and farm machinery, Mother caring for Judith, my oldest sister
born in 1945. Having grown up in a grocery store, Mother suggested
that Dad and she take over the store. They moved back to Holcombe
to do that.

The store layout was redesigned before
it reopened under their ownership. Their store became one of the
first self-service stores for the Red & White Grocery chain.
The grocery cart was introduced to shoppers in 1937, by Oklahoma
City grocer Sylvan Goldman. It wasn’t accepted at first, but after
awhile, shoppers adjusted and bought twice as many groceries when
they could put them in a cart. There was suitable publicity about
the new shopping experience when Mother and Dad opened the store to
the public. For most of their customers, it was their first
experience walking up and down aisles, filling a shopping cart with
things they wished to purchase, instead of asking the clerk behind
the counter for what they wanted.

When Mother and Dad bought the
Holcombe store, Northern States Power was constructing a
hydroelectric plant on the Chippewa River in Holcombe.The Chippewa,
Fisher, Jump and Flambeau rivers come together at Holcombe. A dam
on the Chippewa River further south in Chippewa Falls already
existed. The Holcombe Dam would create a 7,000-acre water
flowage.

Dam workers swelled the population of
Holcombe. It was so crowded that Mother and Dad lived in an
abandoned farm building in the middle of a field owned by a brother
of Dad’s until the lease of the previous store tenant expired. Then
Mother and Dad could legally move into the store quarters. They
scrubbed and painted to make the place habitable. Part of the
upstairs living quarters was rented to NSP for office space. My
parents kept a bedroom and the kitchen for themselves.

They began storekeeping with one
daughter. I followed on January 19, 1948. A third daughter, Nancy,
was born July 15, 1950 just before they left the grocery business
forever. They worked hard during their storekeeping days. Mother
ran the cash register while Dad kept the meat counter stocked.
Mother shuttled up and down the outside wooden steps that led to
their small living quarters, bringing us down when we were awake,
taking us upstairs for our naps. She hired local girls to baby-sit.
NSP workers kept an eye on us too. When we woke from naps, they
came down to tell Mother that we were awake and bawling our heads
off, that is, except for me. I was such a contented baby— according
to Mother—I never cried.

Mother and Dad’s time as storekeepers
cemented their marriage. They worked side by side for almost five
years, waiting on customers, stocking the shelves, and caring for
their children. They got to know each other’s good and bad points.
Dad adored Mother more with each passing year. Mother’s respect for
my Dad’s judgment increased. Despite the hard work, they talked
about their grocery store days and the friends they made with
affection.

The Holcombe dam was completed in
1950. Before the gates shut, and water flowed into the new flowage,
Northern States Power purchased water rights under the grocery
store. This gave Mother and Dad a sizeable sum of money, grubstake
for a better life. Dad had had enough of the hard work of
storekeeping. He believed they would never get ahead owning a
store. The store was sold.

However they weren’t through with
Holcombe. It remained important in their lives. They acquired land
not far from the store from a customer who owed them $300 for
groceries purchased on credit. A deal was negotiated. In exchange
for a lot on Pine Lake that would be formed when the dam gates were
shut, they wiped his debt off their books.

Thus, it came about that Ted and
Elaine were the first to establish a cottage on Pine Lake. They
towed a small building there, setting it near shore not far from a
giant oak tree. The lake didn’t look very promising at that point,
but my parents were dreamers. Beneath the murky waters of the newly
formed lake were the old fences that once enclosed the Perry
Shackleton farm, the farm house now sitting at the west end of Pine
Lake, no longer a house with a farm, but a farm house looking out
of place next to a lake.

Mother and Dad set out once more to
find the best place to settle down. In 1951 they traveled to
Florida. It was becoming a popular getaway from the cold northern
climate. My grandparents traveled down there several times for a
vacation, piquing my parents’ curiosity. Mother and Dad stored
their furniture in the Dover Street garage, borrowed Grama and
Grampa’s travel trailer, and set out to see for
themselves.

Dad found work on the docks unloading
bananas and in a canning factory. I played with matches and
received a first-degree burn on my right thigh. After a few months
of trailer park life, Dad decided he and Mother weren’t going to
better their lot in the south. They returned to Wisconsin where at
the very least, he reasoned, people knew their families, knew they
came from good stock.

In the spring of 1951, the same year he began
working for Jacques Seed Company of Prescott, WI, as a salesman
selling seed corn to farmers, they bought a little house at 801 St.
Augustine Street. That winter, they took another trip to Florida,
this time with the owners of Jacques Seed and other staff. My two
sisters were sick, but I remained well and was the lucky one
traveling alone with Mother and Dad to see Florida’s tourist
attractions.

That summer, Judy and I were
hospitalized with polio. They brought us home from the hospital to
the St. Augustine house but in November of 1952, we moved to Dover
Street. Mother believed Judy and I caught the virus from a neighbor
playing in our wading pool with us. We barely escaped permanent
physical damage; Judy endured several years of physical therapy,
but, in the end, both of us were nearly normal. They moved to Dover
Street because of a combination of events. Grama and Grampa, who
owned the Dover Street House at the time, needed to take over a
half-completed trailer court on the edge of town that Mother’s
brother Orin was building. Orin was a pilot in the U.S. Army. He
served in Germany and was discharged as First Lieutenant. He
planned to settle in Chippewa Falls with his wife and sons. Orin
was still in the Army Reserves and was called back into service
because of the Korean War. Grama and Grampa took the trailer court
over while Orin flew combat missions in Korea.

Mother and Dad didn’t actually
purchase the Dover Street house. Instead, they traded houses with
my grandparents who planned to rent the St. Augustine House. Grama
and Grampa built themselves a modern pink ranch home above Glen
Loch Dam at one end of the trailer court.

Trading Dover Street for St. Augustine
Street was the last deal Dad made with Grama and Grampa. He
understood, as Mother never could, that money transformed them into
green-eyed monsters. Dad never forgot that Grama and Grampa removed
all the light bulbs from Dover Street, that they cheated their own
daughter for a few dollars. Removing the light bulbs tinged the
relationship between Dad and Grama and Grampa for the rest of their
lives, not that Dad didn’t seem to love them anyway. He simply
understood them better. However, the move to Dover Street was
accomplished. Now Ted and Elaine lived in a house big enough for
their growing family.

A big house is an entirely different
proposition from a small house. A small house wraps around you,
swaddling you in warmth, flesh on flesh, heart beat answering
heartbeat. The St. Augustine house was so small it was like raising
a family in a bear den. The Dover Street house was big. Slides show
Mother and my two sisters and me (my baby sister was not born yet)
looking like immigrants as we sit in the living room. The tall
ceilings seem to swallow us. Their tiny pink couch is pushed
against the wall with the big picture window covered by wide
slatted Venetian blinds. We are huddled together on the small
dollhouse-sized couch looking lost in the space. There is a big
bowl of popcorn in front of us. We are clustered around the popcorn
as if it were a warm stove. We wear sweaters. The light in the room
is dim. Probably it is chilly. The home’s old coal-burning furnace
devoured fuel like we devoured popcorn on winter
afternoons.

The popcorn was free. Jacques Seed
raised white baby rice popcorn and gave it to customers and dealers
as a premium. Cases of popcorn were stored in our garage. All we
had to do when we needed to replenish our supply was fetch another
bag. Jacques popcorn was light and tender, with a hint of corn
flavor. We dumped the popped corn into a big wooden bow and
slathered hot melted butter the color of golden brown over the top.
Then we salted it while the butter was still liquid. We ate popcorn
often and in large quantities.

I remember hanging down from the
couch, my head balanced against the blue wool carpeting with the
swirling fleur-de-lis pattern, imagining living upside down,
stepping over door soffits that became thresholds in this upside
down world, moving from room to room. A frosted glass chandelier
hanging from a chain in the dining room ceiling seemed like a
perfect tea table, its fleur-de-lis pattern matching the
carpeting.

We children felt free to run and play
in the large rooms. On sunny days during our first winter in the
new house, Mother pulled the blinds all the way up. My sisters and
I spread towels on the floor and pretended to be at the beach
taking a sunbath, soaking up vitamin D. Mother brought us grape
Kool-Aid, ice cubes clinking against the striped glass, and we
snacked on Ritz crackers, getting purple mustaches that gave us
devilish grins.

Only after sunset did we sense the
enormity of the house, as small table lamps cast long dark shadows
on the walls, as the furnace groaned with falling nighttime
temperatures, as the floor creaked under Mother preparing supper.
Then the house seemed menacing.

When I hung upside down on the couch
now, the gray in the air made me claim I could see air. “I can see
air,” I announced, as I lay with my head against the blue wool
carpeting. “No, you can’t,” Judy said, “that’s silly. Air is
invisible.”

As bedtime approached, we clung to
Mother, trying to delay going upstairs. Finally it couldn’t be
avoided any longer and we climbed the cold dark staircase to the
upstairs where our bedrooms lay. We pushed the old fashioned button
that turned the light on—it made a click—and the ceiling fixtures
illumined dingy walls with peeling wallpaper. Monsters threatened
to pop out of the deep, dark recesses of the closets when we opened
the doors to remove our pajamas from the hook. Mother tucked us
into bed. We recited, “Now I lay be down to sleep, I pray the Lord
my soul to keep, if I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my
soul to take. Amen.” She turned out the light and reassured us that
we were safe. “Go to sleep,” Mother said, impatient to have us
settle. She left the hall light with a puny fifteen watt bulb
burning and went downstairs where she and Dad slept in the music
room.

In those early years, Mother and Dad
rented an upstairs bedroom to bring in extra money. They started
with a leftover roomer from Grama and Grampa, an old bachelor named
Mr. Schwartz who worked at the Chippewa Shoe Factory. Teresa, a
young woman with black hair and a German accent who walked around
our house with a scarf tied around her head, followed Mr. Schwartz.
Judy and Nancy took over Mr. Schwartz’s old room where a deadbolt
was installed to keep us children out. I moved into their old room
on the other side of the wall. Teresa slept in the bedroom at the
head of the steps that later became my room with the butterfly
wallpaper.

The last renters to live with us, a
young couple newly married named Tony and Carol, moved into the
bedroom where I was sleeping. A door was cut into the wall so that
their bedroom connected to the large room with a kitchen on one end
and the porch on the other. That became their apartment. Except for
crossing the hall to use the bathroom, their living quarters were
self-contained.

The configuration of our sleeping
arrangements changed again. I moved back to the bedroom at the top
of the steps, formerly Teresa’s, and that became my permanent room.
Judy and Nancy stayed in Mr. Schwartz’s old room.

Tony and Carol said they didn’t mind
if we used the upstairs bathroom too. They warmed the upstairs with
their presence. Lights from the living room spilled into the hall
from a grate in the wall serving as a cold air return. The sound of
their TV floated into the hall through the grate, not so loud that
we could make out the words, only a soft buzz of television voices
and music. They padded around quietly between the kitchen, living
room, and bathroom. By the time they went to bed, we girls had
fallen asleep in their reassuring presence.

Tony escaped being captured by the
Nazis in Holland. He became a U.S. citizen and worked at a nearby
cheese factory where he met Carol who was the bookkeeper. Carol was
sweet, pretty and very much in love with Tony. He was tall and
handsome with a big smile and a curly head of hair. He loved
children and enjoyed playing with us. He stood by the cement
banisters next to the front steps and let us climb onto his
shoulders. Then he jogged like a pony across the lawn. He joined us
for Hide and Seek, and Seven Steps Around the House. He twirled us
when we played Statues as dusk was falling, shadows from the big
elm trees deepening on the front lawn, evening chill
descending.

When they moved in 1959 to a house
they bought on Lake Wissota, my parents were happy to have more
room upstairs. A fourth daughter, Cynthia, had been born on March
27, 1957. Cindy slept in a crib in my parents’ bedroom. However, we
would miss Tony as a good-natured companion, and Carol who
remembered us with Christmas gifts and small thoughtful gestures.
Nancy moved out of Judy’s bedroom into Tony and Carol’s former
bedroom and Cindy joined her in the double bed. We gained their
living quarters. The living room, kitchen, and upstairs porch gave
us girls a place to be out of Mother and Dad’s hair. Mother wanted
to call the large room “a rec room” since recreation rooms were in
vogue, but over time, “the big room” worked its way into our
vernacular and took hold.

The big room space became our space.
We listened to records. Gary Crosby, Slim Whitman, Lena Horne, and
Patti Page. Dad bought records cheap at bars when the jukebox was
changed over. Forty records for five dollars one time, an
assortment of old 78’s and 45’s. We played 45’s by inserting a disc
in the middle to fit on the turntable spindle. As we grew, we
bought our own records using babysitting earnings and allowances.
We did homework in the big room, washed our hair in its kitchen
sink, and manicured our nails at the kitchen table. We stocked the
refrigerator with drinks and apples. Occasionally we cooked a
homemade pizza in the oven and ate, only us children, at the
dinette table feeling very grown up. I set up the sewing machine on
the dinette table and sewed clothes while listening to the
phonograph.

By now, my parents were prospering.
Mother returned to the classroom part-time. She started as a
half-time English teacher at the Junior High. For the 1958-59
academic year, she was paid $2,050. She worked for the next
twenty-four years. After three years, Mother taught fulltime. Then
she became an elementary school teaching principal. Then a
full-time principal. She obtained her master’s degree in education,
then an administrator’s license. Mother said she never saw herself
as a career woman. She was working towards one financial goal after
another, first to save for college funds and to improve the house,
then for retirement, and finally to keep occupied after Dad
died.

Every paycheck, Mother stopped at the
bank.First she bought savings bonds eventually cashed for college
expenses. She took some cash to buy groceries. Anything left was
put into their saving account for future home improvements. They
started with the major systems, heating, electrical, and eventually
air conditioning. They re-modeled the kitchen by taking down the
pantry wall and replacing the worn out kitchen linoleum with
asphalt tiles. They replaced the old countertops with
Formica.

When Mother became a fulltime
educator, Mr. Newton, the decorator already mentioned, helped my
parents select draperies for the downstairs windows. Finally they
could say good bye to the old heavy Venetian blinds. They replaced
them with white sheers and gray satin floor to ceiling draw
draperies closing over the sheers as desired. They bought new
furniture including a dining room table with extra leaves. Orange
shag carpeting replaced the old blue carpeting. Each daughter’s
bedroom received fresh wallpaper and paint, draperies custom made
to fit the windows, lamps to improve lighting, and thick warm rugs
by the bed. Slowly my parents conquered the house. They made it
over inch-by-inch, room-by-room.

When they moved in, old photos show
the house as it was at the time, when they took possession from my
grandparents, after the story Grama loved to tell,
happened.

We see the exposed bones—rusting
screens on the front porch, cracked stucco, front sidewalk with
broken concrete, a coal furnace that puffed black dust attempting
to warm tall ceilings and large rooms, worn out carpeting, giant
windows that needed to be covered, and peeling, yellowed
wallpaper.

Grama remembered the house she sold as
elegant and lovely, but that is not what my parents got when they
moved there. It was up to them to transform the house into a warm,
comforting home. Still, as it turned out, it was just the place for
the Hennekens family. Mother and Dad had something they believed
in, and they spent their life together pouring their hearts into
their children and their home to make their vision come
true.


 Chapter Four

Diary: January through
April, 1959

 


January, 1959

January 1 Christmas, 1958. Mother and
Cindy are sick. I got a blouse, felt skirt, cooking set, bubble
bath, hand lotion, three pairs blue stockings, sweater clip, Girl
Scout Hat, shoes, a box of Girl Scout cookies. I got other things
too on Christmas Eve and Day.

Mother was president of the
local Girl Scouts for two years. One summer day a large
semi-trailer pulled up to our house and unloaded a pallet of Girl
Scout cookies. Mother never found out why so many cookies were
delivered. We shared with Girl Scout leaders and other members of
the Girl Scout community, but we still ended up with a mountain of
cookies. Eventually Dad carried what was left to the basement root
cellar where they were stored. I remember two varieties, a peanut
butter and a lemon flavor. The cookies I received for a Christmas
present were probably some of the peanut butter cookies. They
lasted the longest because when the novelty of the flavor wore off,
they became tiresome. We ate every box, but towards the end, it was
work.

January 2 This is an awful way to
start another year. I was going to sleep over at Gram’s but Judy
took my night. I cried. Barbara, Marsha and Tom came over to play
checkers and Sorry®. I am very tired. I packed and
unpacked.

Barbara, Marsha, and Tom
were my cousins, children of Joyce (Mother’s sister) and Harold C..
They lived in Chippewa Falls. We saw a lot of them. Their names are
peppered throughout my diary.

January 3 I came home from Gram’s
today. Had a good time. Didn’t do much today. I guess you don’t
know this but I went over to Lou’s a couple of days ago. Later her
mother called up and said her brother had scarlet fever.

Evidently I ended up
sleeping over at Grama’s as planned. Lou was my best friend
then.

January 4 I didn’t do much today. I
played dolls, listened to the radio. Gram and Gramp moved to their
new house. I haven’t seen the house. My writing isn’t too neat but
I can read it. It was below zero today.

My grandparents were like
gypsies. They stayed in a house for five, six, or seven years, then
sold it and bought another. They made money this way. My
grandmother liked the fixing up part of the home purchase. She
could turn a flea trap into a cute hideaway. This house was on the
Yellow River outside of town. They considered it one of their
finest homes. We swam in the river, boated in a wooden rowboat, and
fished. They lost their Glen Loch house in the tornado in 1958, and
lived at St. Augustine Street for awhile, but that house was very
tiny. They sold the house and moved out to “the lake” as my Grama
called it.

January 5 We went to school but I
thought the day would never end. It was cold today. I watched
Robin Hood on TV. I think Maid Marion is pretty. I better
get ready for bed now. Good night.

January 6 I didn’t do much at school
today but was smart as usual. I wrote a letter to Mr. Disney asking
for the episodes of Mary Tudor. I can’t remember the story very
well. Heard my favorite song.

January 7 I was tired this afternoon
but not now. Wasn’t very cold today. Nancy tried to read my diary
but she didn’t get to read it. Found a place to hide it under the
springs in my bed.

January 8 I almost forgot to write in
my diary but I remembered and jumped out of bed and wrote in it. I
went to the library today and got some books. I better go to bed
now. Good night!

January 9 Nancy was or is sick today.
I am invited over to Lou’s for supper tomorrow. I want a purse, a
bulky sweater and chemise for my birthday. I better say Good Night
now. Good night!

Lou Ellen W. lived two
blocks east of me on Dover Street. She and I played together
constantly during grade school. We called ourselves “the Dover
Street gang” because we—Becky, Jenny, Lou, and me—lived on Dover
Street. Lou had a brother and sister, but they were older than she,
already in high school when we were in fifth grade. Some winters
Dad flooded our back yard with a skating rink. This was a popular
recreational activity. Mr. W. had done the same at Lou’s house. I
enjoyed going over there to play. Lou received more attention than
I did at my house. Her parents were nice to me and her brother and
sister seemed so grown-up. When I ate with them, I paid attention
to how her parents related to their children. I sensed a
difference. Looking back I realize there was more formality. The
children spoke only when spoken to. Lou’s older brother called his
father “sir.” When we ate our meals at home, our talk was noisy,
free flowing and much more emotional. My sisters and I would fight
and bicker with each other. Mother poured out her feelings to Dad
about what happened at school. We discussed current events. It was
the time we all came together to spend time with each other in a
relaxed atmosphere.

January 10 I went over to Lou Ellen’s
house today and skated and played and ate supper. It was a little
party. We finally got to have a fire in our fireplace. It doesn’t
smoke. Cindy fell in the toilet.

January 11 We went over to Grams and
ate dinner. I skated from 2 to 4 or 4:15. I’m reading the book
The Jones Girl for the fourth time. I’m not very tired but
better say good night.

January 12 It was a good day. We had a
fire drill today. It was very
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