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			Dedication

			For Ruth Stotter, who opened a magical door 
and invited so many of us in.  
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			Introduction

			In a place called Windy Wood, snow falls from November through April, modern conveniences are nonexistent and raccoons deliver food to those in need. Travelers who become snowbound there during winter have no way to contact the outside world, but they’re not the least bit upset. That’s because they’re entertained by Aunt Truly, who regales them with stories gathered during a life so long nobody knows how old she really is.

			Aunt Truly isn’t always at Windy Wood, though. She sometimes takes off on foot, traveling through time and distance to places only she can hear calling to her. Like Santa Claus, she brings presents, but her deliveries come at unexpected times in the form of stories to be savored and passed on.

			This little book contains a sampling of stories Aunt Truly told to Carly Mae Foley, a central character in my novel, The Kiminee Dream. Carly Mae happened upon Windy Wood while lost, lonesome and far from home after a traumatic experience. Here’s an excerpt from the novel that recounts when Carly Mae and Aunt Truly meet:

			Carly Mae rubbed goose-bumped arms as she limped along a dirt road so overgrown it was more like a path. She’d been unable to track time passing since she’d limped away from Dusty’s truck. And though she’d left Leon Ames behind, she saw his sneering face every time she closed her eyes, felt his gun at her back at the slightest unusual sound, heard his voice when she curled up on the ground at night unable to sleep. She feared every shadow behind a tree was his. Her formerly quick thoughts were hobbled by doubts, and her vision remained blurred, rendering the world like an Impressionist painting.

			Ahead, a family of raccoons, one full grown and three juveniles, waddled from the brush alongside the forest, each one clamping an apple in its teeth. First the mother, then the youngsters dropped the fruit in the road and scurried back to the trees. In addition to apples, the raccoons had dropped carrots, peanuts, cabbage and pears in Carly Mae’s path several times on her journey.

			She was now so thin, two of her could have fit into the T-shirt flapping against her gaunt frame. She trudged to the fruit and bent forward to pick it up. “Thank you,” she called, then bit through bitter skin of deep red into crisp, juicy apple. “You know I thought you were rabid the first time I saw you come onto the road. Raccoons just don’t do that. But now I wish you’d come out and visit.”

			The raccoons remained hidden. As the day wore on, gray clouds conquered the sun. Carly Mae approached a creek that dissected the path. She stepped onto a log that served as a bridge. It wobbled. She almost fell in but regained her balance and inched across. The raccoons peered at her through reeds at the bank. Veering from the road was a path lined by fir trees with purple needles like none she’d ever seen. She continued along and reached a clearing, where a weathered house was surrounded by a picket fence broken in several places. She stepped into the open space and was immediately buffeted by strong winds. She hesitated, then continued toward the building. Hanging from a trellis supporting yellow roses still in bloom at the gate was a faded sign with ornate lettering that said, “Welcome to Windy Wood.”

			As Carly Mae studied the sign, the front door opened. A bent woman dressed in deep purple from her sturdy lace up ankle boots to the bonnet on her head stood in the doorway and called out, “Well, now, don’t dawdle. Come on in. I’ve got some tasty pea soup on the stove.”

			Carly Mae entered the home, and the raccoons followed.

			“Hello babies,” the woman of the house said. She ambled to her refrigerator and pulled out a small fish for each masked animal, opened a door off the kitchen and threw the treats down a set of stairs. “Off you go now,” she said as the raccoons skittered into the basement. She winked at Carly Mae. “They’re like my kids. Been raisin’ ‘em since I found a pregnant mom wounded in the woods long, long time ago. That’s how I knew you was comin’. They’ve been takin’ food to ya, haven’t they?”

			“How did you know?”

			“It happens once in a blue moon. They chirp and spin in circles outside there, and I know it’s time to put out extra tidbits. Not too many folks come by these parts. I’ve been lookin’ forward to your company. Snow’s a comin’ tonight. Lots of it. You got here just in time.” The spinster dished out two bowls of soup and placed them on the table, where she’d already set napkins and spoons.

			“I’ve lost track of time, but it’s got to be too soon for snow.” Carly Mae sat down as wind whistled and rattled the windows. 

			“It’s the first of November. Too soon for snow in most parts, but not here. Winter comes early and stays late in Windy Wood.”

			Carly Mae took a sip. “Mmm. This is good. Thank you so much . . . um, what’s your name?

			“Most folks call me Aunt  Truly, or they used to. I don’t get many visitors these days.”

			“Pleased to meet you, Aunt  Truly. I’m Carly Mae.”

			“What a lovely name. It rings a bell. Don’t know why.”

			A shiver of hope ran through Carly Mae as she caught Aunt  Truly’s eye. “Maybe you heard people are looking for me?”

			“Hmm. I don’t recall, but my memory isn’t what it used to be. Somethin’ might come to me.”

			Hope fading, the teen looked down and took another spoonful of soup. “Well, thank you for this meal, anyway. It’s really, really good.”

			“Just a traditional pea soup, I’m afraid. Nothing special. I believe you’re just hungry and tired.”

			“And eager to go home.” Carly Mae put down her spoon and looked out the window above the sink. “Wow! It’s blowing even harder out there.”

			“It’s one of those, what do you say, anomalies. The clearing’s gonna fill with snow tonight. Drifts high as they sky, as they say. There’ll be no gettin’ out of here probably till springtime.”

			Carly Mae put her spoon down and frowned. “How do you know?”

			“That’s just how it always goes in Windy Wood. Don’t worry. I’ve got plenty of food and supplies to get us through.”

			The home Carly Mae longs to return to is Kiminee, a fictional town where the peculiar and the ordinary meld, and the love flowing between neighbors is an unspoken constant. Since only one of Aunt Truly’s stories is revealed in the novel, this collection shares more of the tales she told during that long ago winter.
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			The Frog Who Wouldn’t Budge

			When Illini tribes and a smattering of French settlers lived in what is now Illinois and forests and prairie stretched for mile after mile, a trapper built a cabin in remote woods by what he thought was a quiet pond. 

			Except the pond wasn’t quiet. A golden frog that croaked and chuck-chuck-chucked all the time lived there, too. In fact, the little frog had called that pond home for a long, long time.

			The amphibian’s claim to the pond mattered not to the trapper, who detested the frog sounds. So he stood up tall by the water’s edge, puffed up his chest, stomped his feet, waved his arms and yelled, “Go away, frog, before I catch you and eat you up.”

			The trapper was a fearsome sight, but the little frog wasn’t cowed. He went on about his business, croaking and chuck-chuck-chucking the whole time. 

			The trapper stormed off and returned with a shotgun. “Go away, frog, before I blast you to high heaven,” he growled. 

			But the little frog wasn’t cowed. He croaked and chuck-chuck-chucked with pride. Incensed, the trapper aimed and pulled the trigger. Buckshot sprayed everywhere. Some landed on the little frog, giving him spots of deep greenish brown. This bothered him not a whit. He went about his business, croaking and chuck-chuck-chucking away.

			The man returned to his cabin, where he sulked and fumed and sulked some more—until a new idea struck. He bent low to the ground and slinked toward the frog inch by inch. It took half the day because he crept so slowly, but at last, the unsuspecting amphibian was within reach.

			He lurched, wrapped his fingers around the poor creature and cackled. “I’ve got you now!” His face contorted into a sinister smile as he reveled in his victory.

			But, again, the golden frog that now had green spots wasn’t cowed. He wiggled and croaked, jiggled and chuck-chuck-chucked, tickling the man’s hand. Flustered, the captor snorted and loosened his grip while his gutsy prey squiggled out and hopped away.
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			The trapper pursued, but the frog was too fast, so the man gave up and slumped on home. Soon he heard the frog croaking and chuck-chuck-chucking yet again. He went to bed that night fuming about his nemesis. He couldn’t sleep one wink.

			But in the morning, the man remembered his fish net. He grabbed it and snuck up on the frog again. This time, he captured and held his mark with ease. He pranced off with glee, wondering what to do with the noisy frog, and then it came to him. “Ha! I’l bury you deep, deep in the ground, you little pest.” This the man did, certain he’d never hear from the frog again. 

			At day’s end, he celebrated by roasting a rabbit over his fire pit and heating up biscuits and beans to go with it. As night fell, he drifted off to sleep right by the fire, which was still going strong, keeping him nice and warm. Then, as he dreamt of a quiet life by the pond, he was awakened by a barrage of croaking and chuck-chuck-chucking. He shot up, squinting, and realized the assault on his ears was coming from underground—right where he’d buried the frog.

			Enraged, he dug up the hole and pulled out his victim. “Ha! You think you’re so smart. I’ll put an end to you once and for all!”

			The poor thing wasn’t the least bit golden anymore; he was tan with greenish brown spots, but he remained alive as alive could be—and not the least bit cowed. He croaked and chuck-chuck-chucked away. Blind with fury, the trapper threw the frog into the flames. 

			There was a sizzle and a pop. Then hundreds of sparks burst out and flew through the air toward the trapper. As each spark landed, it turned into a tan frog with dark spots. Each one croaked and chuck-chuck-chucked in harmony with the others forged in fire.

			Those were the ancestors of the leopard frogs living in these parts to this day. As for the trapper, he ran off hollering up a storm, beating away frogs that croaked and chuck-chuck-chucked at his heels. Nobody ever saw him again, not in Illinois anyway. [image: ]
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			Milk for Grandma’s Coffee

			One morning when I was tall as a yardstick and slim as a lamb, I finished my chores and was moping because my big sister wouldn’t play with me.

			“I’ve better things to do than waste time with the likes of you,” she said, stitching a pillowcase for her hope chest, for she’d just turned twelve and had decided to put aside childish things, which appeared to include me.

			I didn’t know what to do. I thought I might go visit friends at the farm across the road. They loved to make mud pies with me. But my mother said no to that. So I went to Grandma, who was tilting back and forth in her squeaky rocking chair, and asked her to tell me a story.

			“Well, dear child, I’d love to do that, but why don’t you tell me a story first?”

			“But Grandma, I don’t have any stories to tell,” I replied.

			She squinted and looked me up and down. “Hmm, then why not get me a spot of milk for my coffee?”

			I thought for a minute and decided our cow could help with that. “Sure, Grandma, I know just where to go,” I said, and took off for the barn. There, I greeted the cow, patted her neck, and asked, “Can you give me a wee bit of milk for Grandma’s coffee?”

			The bovine nuzzled me, causing me to giggle. Then she said, “Well, dear child, I’ve already been milked today, but I’d love to help you and can give a little more if you get me some of that sweet, sweet hay I love to chew.”

			“I’ll be happy to do that. I know just where to go.”

			I ran to the meadow behind the barn and cried out, “Meadow, oh, meadow, can you spare some of your sweet, sweet hay for our cow?”

			The meadow replied, “Well, dear child, I’d love to help you, but you’ll have to cut it yourself. There are no bales left.” 

			“How will I do that
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