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  Chapter 1 ~ Prologue

  
  




Mr. Groff paced in front of the blackboard. He was a thin man in his forties, with receding hair and glasses, wearing a dress shirt and tie. Everything about him said “teacher.” He turned and wrote the phrase, I am a… on the board and waited while we copied the topic into our notebooks.

It was late afternoon, and as usual, the heat made it hard to concentrate. Even with the windows open, very few breezes made their way from the courtyard into the classroom. I thought I could hear the sounds of snoring. A few students were slumped over with their heads on the desks. This was my creative writing class, and the writing topic was always provided on Friday, so we had the weekend to work on it. Mr. Groff surveyed the class.

When no one said anything, he asked, “Questions?”

“Can you give us more to work with? I’m not sure I understand the assignment,” I said.

He was standing next to John, who was indeed snoring. Mr. Groff tapped on John’s desk until he lifted his head.

Then Groff said, “If I needed to wake my son from a nap, I might put my hand on his shoulder or ruffle his hair. In other words, I behave differently with my children than I do with my students. I’m your teacher, but when I go home, I’m a father and a husband.”

John’s face was red. Clearly, he wasn’t enjoying the attention. There were chuckles and even a few claps.

“Okay, let’s finish this,” Mr. Groff said. “Your assignment is to write 250 words on the topic, ‘Who am I?’ Capture the way you see yourself and how others see you. As usual, make sure your work is neat. Spelling and grammar count.”

The bell rang, and we gathered our belongings and filed out the door into a hallway filled with noisy teenagers ready for the weekend.

It was an age before computers and digital records. I can’t look back to see my essay, but I have a clear memory of my writing points: I was a student, a daughter, a sister, a friend, a science fiction fan, and a guitar player. Those were the essential constants of “me” in 1971, my senior year at Norland.

This wasn’t my first year in Mr. Groff’s class. He was my tenth-grade English teacher, and I loved his class. He switched teaching assignments the next year, and fate handed me the bonus of a second year with him. My senior year, he offered an elective class in creative writing. I signed up without hesitation.

Mr. Groff’s high school classes were a long, long time ago. How much of the “me” from high school remains after fifty-five years?

I was a student then, and I’m a student now. I’ve returned to my role as a student repeatedly throughout my thirty-six years working in science and science education. My parents never attended college, and neither did my older brother. Somehow, I ended up with three college degrees and still take classes.

I played guitar when I was a kid and was in a band for a while in junior high. But my obsession grew when I lived in Washington, DC, working for the National Institutes of Health. There was a vibrant folk community filled with like-minded young professionals. My evenings and weekends were spent playing in folk clubs and folk events. Years later, while attending graduate school in Australia, I gravitated to Australian folk music clubs and festivals. I took a job playing music in a local restaurant. No one listened, but that was fine. I earned money for practicing. Guitar was central to who I was.

I’m no longer a guitar player. When I was pregnant with my first child, the folk band I was in suggested we take a break. Maybe they didn’t like the optics, or maybe they were nervous about having a very pregnant guitar player on stage. I thought we would restart the band after my baby was born. It didn’t happen. I was working full-time in a physiology lab and caring for a newborn infant. It left little time for practice or performing. By the time my child was older, I had changed careers. Other interests captured all my time and energy. I still have my guitar and keep hoping one day to rekindle my old passion.

Science Fiction? My house overflows with books spanning a lifetime of reading. My tastes have always leaned toward hard science fiction rather than fantasy, but I’ve made exceptions. In recent years, my appetite for books, fueled by free time and the ease of online shopping, has grown to a frightening level. Check: I’m still a science fiction fan.

It took me fifty years to venture into writing science fiction. I think Mr. Groff would understand the complicated set of reasons it took so long, and he would be pleased it finally happened. I am sorry my mother and father passed away before I published my first book. They were both avid readers and would have been thrilled that my life included writing and publishing.

Yes, I’m still a daughter. My parents loved me unconditionally and supported everything I turned my hand to. Although they are no longer here, they still influence me. That first book grew to a three-book young adult science fiction series. Somewhere along the way, I decided my life journey was worth writing about, hence, this memoir.
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  Chapter 2 ~ Window To the World

  
  




The light came in from the attic window of my bedroom. Beyond the window, squirrels scurried along the branches of our oak tree. My baby brother was asleep in his crib under the slanted part of our attic bedroom. I dressed quietly and closed the door behind me. I knew today was special, but I couldn’t remember why. I was about halfway down the stairs when Dad called up to me from the living room floor.

“Sweetie, how old are you today?”

I held up my hand, showing five fingers, and said, “Five.” That’s when I remembered. Today was my birthday, and Mom was going to bake my favorite cake. Richard was still sleeping. I heard sounds from the kitchen, so maybe Mom was working on the cake. I rushed down to see.

“Good morning, princess. Happy birthday,” she said.

“Are you making my cake? " I asked.

“Not yet, but I will.”

I sat down at the table, and Mom put a bowl of cereal in front of me. I ate, then headed off to play with my slinky, making it walk down the stairs. There was a noise from outside, and Dad opened the front door and stepped outside. I watched as a truck maneuvered into our driveway. Two men carried a large piece of furniture into the living room and placed it against the wall.

Mom came in from the kitchen with furniture polish and removed smudges from the shiny tan wood surface.

“It’s a television,” Dad said, pointing to what looked like a dark window. “I’ll show you what it can do once we have it set up.”

He plugged the television into a wall socket and turned it on. Crackling sounds filled the room. A window in the center came to life, bright white, with lines and fuzzy images. Dad moved dials and arranged the antenna, deep in concentration. I soon lost interest and went outside to play.

The television wasn’t for me, but it made my birthday memorable. Most evenings, my parents watched the Jackie Gleason Show. Richard and I would watch for a while. But the shows were boring, so we went outside to play. None of the houses had fences, so the backyards formed one enormous area where we could explore and see who else was around.

We came inside once the sun set. Richard disappeared into his room. He built plastic model airplanes from kits, painting them and adding decals. His miniature air fleet was displayed as if ready to take flight from the shelves on the wall. He liked to work alone. Because I shared a room with Jim, I had to be quiet, but I could color or read without waking him.

Six months later, I walked into the house and found Mom and Dad had arranged all the chairs from the kitchen and dining and all our living room furniture like a theater around the television.

“What’s this for?” I asked.

Dad said, “They’re launching Explorer I from Florida tonight. We invited the neighbors in to watch.”

Shortly after dinner, the doorbell started ringing, and people started filling the room. Mom brought platters of food out, and Dad put glasses out so people could fix a drink. Mom put Jimmy to bed.

Richard and I were supposed to be in bed, but we hung out at the bottom of the stairs, where we could see the television, trying to avoid being noticed. We watched the television image of the rocket on the launch pad. When the announcer said, “We are T-minus 60 seconds,” thick clouds of smoke formed at the base of the rocket. There was a hush of anticipation in the room. No one said a word as we all watched the clouds and smoke on the television.

Dad clinked his drink and said, “Count down!” as numbers flashed to the right of the rocket. Sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight.

We all started counting with the announcer.

Then it was up, rising into the dark sky. We heard cheering and clapping from the television set. Soon, the adults in our living room were clapping and cheering with them. Richard and I stayed still and watched until Dad came over.

“Time for bed,” he said.

“That was cool,” Richard said.

“Yes, it was. Now up to bed.”

We climbed the stairs and went to our rooms, but it took me a long time to get to sleep. The rocket was incredible. I marveled at what I’d just experienced right in my own living room. It was as if my family and my whole neighborhood had been transported to Cape Canaveral to see the launch. My family’s world had wonderfully expanded.

Space launches weren’t all we watched. Dad loved ball games and often took Richard to Yankee Stadium. But now, he could watch ball games played in other cities. But we watched every single televised launch. Dad helped me clip articles from the newspaper and make a scrapbook.

But the launches were the favorites and were on everyone’s mind.

We couldn’t watch the Russian launches, but everyone talked about them, saying things like, “Russia is using satellites to spy on us.”

The country was science crazy. Every parent wanted their child to grow up to be a scientist. Mom and Dad gave Richard and me chemistry sets and Meccano building kits for holiday and birthday gifts, which were very cool.

One of my chemistry sets had a plastic rocket. When I mixed baking soda and vinegar and sealed the chamber, it would launch. I hit the ceiling a few times. Then my New Jersey cousin caused a fire in her walk-in closet, where she had her makeshift lab. Uncle Chuck and Aunt Marian were furious; there was smoke damage on the entire first floor. I really wanted to know what she had been doing and using when the fire started.

Mom and Dad lost their enthusiasm for chemistry sets and switched to less exciting science gifts. They were always fun, but never as good as a chemistry set. I remember walking home with my best friend, David. I was five. Dave asked what I wanted to be when I grew up.

I didn’t hesitate at all. “A scientist.”
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Our neighborhood was a suburban paradise for kids; houses had big backyards without fences. We treated the combined backyards as an enormous park, playing hide and seek, running bases, and climbing trees. In winter, we found front yards with hills and fearlessly pulled our sleds to the top, tempting fate as we raced down to the sidewalk and the six-lane highway beyond. Well, we all survived, so no harm.

Behind my house sat a sandbox, a swing set, and a log cabin playhouse. One year, Richard decorated the log cabin with colorful crepe paper streamers. The next day, we found the log cabin without the decorations, but bits and pieces of the streamers were all over the yard.

“Who would do this?” he asked.

I shrugged, lacking any answer.

He put more streamers up, and we spent hours watching to see who was coming into your yard. As the sun set, the cabin was attacked by squirrels that leaped about, shredding the paper in a furious dance. Richard laughed so hard he almost fell over. The next day, he decorated the log cabin again just to watch them in action.

The swing was nothing special, a metal unit from Sears that Dad assembled, but I loved it. I would pump hard on the swing, going fast and reaching as high as it would go. Then at the top of the arc, I’d release the chains, traveling high in the air and making a game of how far I could go before landing. It was my early exploration of the laws of motion. Little did I know, I’d end up teaching physics.

The backyard called to me, even when I wanted quiet time. I’d sit on the swing with my school “Flutophone,” a white plastic recorder with nine holes and a mouthpiece. The school had a Flutophone band for teaching students music notation. The plastic instruments were inexpensive, indestructible, and my favorite part of school.

Twice a week, our teacher would march us all to the school music room. She would play a recording of a new piece of music so we could hear what it should sound like. Then she would work with us on our part.

The backyard swing was my retreat, a place where Richard wouldn’t make rude comments about noise and my lack of skill. I’d start by practicing the school assignment, and then just make up tunes for fun. But I’d always make sure I had my assigned piece perfect for music class.

The first time we had a combined rehearsal was magic. My class lined up on the first row of the stage. Then the third graders came in, standing behind us on a riser. When the teacher raised her baton and played, it was amazing. The third graders had smaller Flutophones and were playing different music that fit in with ours. I had to concentrate on my part because the combination of sounds made me want to stop and just listen. Later that month, we had our first recital, opening the evening before the school band played. I can still hear the applause when I think of that night.

Other than our music class, there was little for me to look forward to in my classes. No matter how hard I tried, my handwriting was illegible. Even in second grade, I was failing spelling tests, appearing unable to learn even the simplest words. For math lessons, we worked with flash cards, drilling simple addition and multiplication. Teachers quickly decided I either couldn’t or wouldn’t learn.

My best school memories are from recess and the hour lunch break. In winter, teachers sprayed water on the basketball courts. We brought ice skates from home and spent recess on the ice. In warm weather, the playground stayed open all the time. Sometimes, I stayed after school to play, walking home instead of taking the school bus.

The school was only half a mile from my house. I took the school bus when it was cold, snowing, or raining. In nice weather, I walked home with my friend David. One time, we got carried away exploring, talking, and goofing around. By the time we got home, our parents were furious. David’s mom and my mom flew out of our front door as we walked into the yard.

“Where the hell were you!” Mom demanded. Her hair was disheveled, and her face was flushed.

David and I looked at each other, trying to figure out what to say.

“Walking home,” David answered, but it sounded weak.

His mother grabbed his arm, dragging him off.

“We were so worried we called the police,” Mom said.

I wasn’t sure I believed her, but felt suitably miserable and apologized repeatedly. Soon after the incident, Dad gave me my first watch and said I was to be home before four p.m. on school days.

David and I were inseparable. On Saturday mornings, I crossed the big street to David’s house, and we watched Diver Dan and Captain Kangaroo, then played in the yard on a tire swing and climbed over piles of leaves. Dave’s mom was a good cook, and in their kitchen, I learned spaghetti didn’t come from a can and that you add sauce to white noodles.

In the middle of October, as the leaves were turning orange and red, David came down with the mumps. He missed school for two weeks. I was devastated when Halloween came, and he was still contagious. His mom must have understood my angst because she handed me his decorated bag and UNICEF box.

“Can you collect for David?” she asked. “I’m sure it would make him feel better.”

Dressed as a black cat, in a costume from Aunt Naomi, I walked up to each door, rang the bell, and called, “Trick or Treat.”

At each house, the door opened, and a neighbor looked skeptically at my two bags.

“I’m collecting for David; he has the mumps,” I dutifully said.

My neighbors put generous amounts of candy into both bags and said they hoped David would be better soon. At the end of Trick or Treat, I had two staggeringly heavy bags of candy and two filled UNICEF boxes to bring to school and turn in. It was the best Halloween ever.

That was my last Halloween in the old neighborhood. We moved to Florida the following year. David wrote me a letter, and I tried to write one back. Writing was so hard for me that my letter looked like a toddler wrote it, and I didn’t send it.

My family visited New York in 1964. We went to the World’s Fair and visited our old neighborhood. I apologized to David and explained my problem with writing letters. We exchanged phone numbers and promised to keep in touch. But three years is a long, long time for young kids, and we had grown apart. We had a good visit, and I enjoyed hearing about what he was into, like The Monkees But we weren’t close like we had been. We had drifted apart.

Was Hewlett as idyllic as I remember? Maybe not. But we could walk home from school feeling safe, and everyone knew me. It felt like people looked out for each other, even if they didn’t know them. That was nice.
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Mom and Dad bundled us into the back of the station wagon long before the sun was up. We were traveling from Long Island to South Florida to spend the holidays with Grandma Jean, Grandpa Paul, and Uncle Bob.

The folded-down back seat was covered in thick blankets. Richard, Jim, and I slept on our makeshift bed for the first couple of hours, waking up as daylight arrived. We had a deck of cards and spent the morning playing War and Go Fish. When we got tired of cards, we’d drive Mom and Dad crazy with games like I Spy. Around two in the afternoon, they’d find a roadside motel with a swimming pool, and we’d check in. We’d wear ourselves out swimming and jumping in the pool. The next day, we did it all again.

Grandpa’s heart problems prompted a move to Miami for the warmer weather, making this our yearly visit to see the Miami family.

Mom was Grandma’s oldest child, but Bob, her youngest, was one year older than me. I loved the visits because Uncle Bob felt like a brother or a good friend. Mom’s other brother, Uncle Mike, was away at college.

Their apartment on Treasure Island was commuting distance to their dry cleaning store in the elegant Roney Plaza, a landmark Miami Beach hotel. We stayed at the Waldorf, a less expensive hotel that was so close we could easily walk over to their store and visit.

Grandma Jean had dirty blond hair, laced with gray. She adored gladioli and always had a vase of them in her living room. Grandpa Paul’s hair was entirely gray. He loved parakeets, and they had two that would perch on his shoulder when he opened their cage. Paul played the mandolin. He had a natural musical talent and could play any tune he heard.

I loved to swim, and the Waldorf had a high board where Richard, Bob, and I would climb the ladder and jump into the deep end. On time, while I was on the board, I saw Jimmy tumble off the edge and tumble into the pool. Mom was sitting near him, but hadn’t seen him fall.

“Mom,” I screamed.

She’d been chatting with an older man when she abruptly shoved him aside and plunged into the deep end of the pool. I watched Mom pull Jim up to the surface. Afterward, she told me that when she’d found him, he was still at the bottom, sucking his thumb. She said he didn’t even seem bothered.

Jim wasn’t upset, but Mom was. She started Jim on swimming lessons as soon as we got home.

Bob was the perfect older brother, even if he was actually my uncle. He knew the best places to explore, and the hotel staff all knew him by name. We spent our days moving from pool to beach, drifting from the Waldorf to the Roney Plaza, where we walked on the boardwalk, explored gardens, and goldfish ponds. Bob treated the beach and the surrounding area like an extended backyard.

The Miami ocean water was Caribbean blue and crystal clear. Small fish dashed about in the shallow water where waves crashed onto the sand. We jumped the waves, worked our way into deeper water, and dove into the ocean world while Mom played with Jim on the sand, keeping a watchful eye on him.

Bob and I had “play boats” when we were kids. Mine was just a blue plastic tub. Bob’s was a Styrofoam triangle with a net seat, so his legs always dangled in the water. We each had wooden paddles. With the sun shining and the cool water around our feet, we’d push off and leave the shore behind, going past the waves and the swimmers into deeper water, where paddling was easier.

One day, the ocean was unusually calm, and I’d drifted further from shore than usual, distracted by trying to spot fish. Bob was quite a distance away from me. He struggled to move, since his legs slowed him down. I paddled back to him and saw that he looked unhappy.

“I think we should go back,” Bob said.

I looked back at the shore. We were a long way out. For the first time, I wondered how deep the water was. I couldn’t see the bottom.

“Yeah, we should turn back,” I agreed.

It took longer than we expected and lots of paddling to reach shallow water where people were standing. We were both tired when we got there, embarrassed to find that people were watching us, and vocal about their disapproval.

“You shouldn’t go out that far!” one lady said as we passed her on our way into shore.

“Where are your parents?” a man called out.

We didn’t answer her. Grandma was in the dry cleaning shop. Mom was with Jim by the pool. They trusted us at the beach.

We ventured out again and again that week. But we never went as far from shore as we did that first day. Even I knew we were out much further than we should have been.

Every summer, we’d visit Miami, and I always felt a pang of sadness when it was time to return to New York. Part of it was the joy of vacation, where our family truly connected and we put aside the usual to-dos of everyday life. And, Miami just had a certain magic to it. New York had beaches and the ocean, of course, but they never felt as vibrant, and the water never seemed as inviting.
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Fall came, summer ended, and the school year began. I was in third grade at Hewlett Elementary. Richard was in sixth grade, and this would be his last year of elementary school. He started playing trombone and was on a baseball team. He was almost pleasant to be around. Jimmy was getting older and could play games. He even had a really cool battery-operated go-kart that he zoomed around the house with.

It was a few months into the school year when I noticed Mom was distracted. She kept misplacing her purse, her cigarettes, or even her car keys. She seemed always to be looking for something. Day was also distracted and seemed angry. Something was wrong, but I didn’t know what. Then Mom dropped the news over dinner.

“We’re moving to Florida,” Mom announced.

“Why?” I asked

Dad said, “ABC trucking closed. We’re having problems keeping up with the house payments. Your grandparents offered us a place to stay while we get on our feet.”

Mom said, “I’m thinking of it as an opportunity. I’d like to be closer to Grandma and Grandpa. We will be staying with them for a while.”

“Are Grandma and Grandpa okay?” I asked.

“They’re fine,” Mom said.

I wondered what house payments meant. At the store, Mom gave money to the woman at the cash register. How did you make a “house payment?”

“Can we come back when we can make a house payment?” I asked.

Mom and Dad were silent. Dad looked away.

“Sweetie, we will make house payments again sometime soon, but we will get another house in Miami.”

I blurted out, “I’ll miss playing with David.”

“I know,” Mom said. “But you love playing with Bob, and we’ll be near the ocean.”

Richard didn’t say anything. He was four years older than I was, and I expected he understood the seriousness of the situation better than I did.

Dad said, “Sometimes things change, and you need to make adjustments. Try to be positive.”

The conversation shifted to details. Richard and I would go first, taking an airplane to Grandma’s at the start of Christmas break. Mom and Dad would stay and pack up the house. Dad’s trucking friends would help us move. Jim, age three, would stay with Mom and Dad.

“Why can’t I stay and come with you? I can help,” Richard asked.

Mom said, “It would be best for you to be in Miami and start at your new school at the start of the new semester.”

In the months leading up to the move, Richard stayed in a perpetual mood. If he wanted to play catch, none of his friends were around.

“I need gray number five for the Spitfire,” he said one night.

“It should be in the box,” Mom said.

“It isn’t. I don’t know what happened to it. Can we go to the shop and get a bottle?”

Mom tried to be supportive, but she nearly lost it with that request. It didn’t help that whatever was for dinner “sucked.”

I stayed out of Richard’s way.

For me, the hardest part was saying goodbye to my best friend Dave.

We were in his backyard, playing on his tire swing on the day before Richard and I were to leave.

“I wish you weren’t going,” he said.

The words stung.

“Me too,” I said.

Dave’s Mom came out, bringing us cookies and lemonade.

“Miami is a long way from here, but you can write. And, this will give us a reason to visit Miami Beach.”

We brightened at the thought, but I was skeptical. Miami was a three-day drive. It was a big deal.

As Mom and Dad planned, Richard and I went by plane as school broke for the Christmas holiday.

Richard had on a dress shirt and black slacks, and I wore an olive-green dress. And I carried a birdcage with Pete, our pet parakeet.

“Put these on,” the flight attendant said, handing us lanyards with an unaccompanied minor badge.

We slipped them over our heads.

When the announcer called for early boarding, I hugged Mom and promised not to fight with Richard. Then, the attendant came and walked us onto the plane,

Richard took the window seat, and I sat in the center with Pete in his cage on the center seat. It was my first time in a plane, and I stared past Richard at the runway as we taxied into position and accelerated down the runway. I didn’t take my eyes from the window until we were above the clouds.

“You’re a brave bird, Pete. I can’t wait for you to meet Grandpa,” I whispered into the cage.

“You know he doesn’t understand, don’t you?” Richard said.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“He’s a bird!”

“Don’t listen to him, Pete,” I said.

The attendants came by with food and drink. Passengers walking by our seats said nice things about Pete and asked about us traveling alone. We landed and waited for the passengers to leave, then the attendant walked us off the plane and handed us over to Grandma and Grandpa. Bob was with him, and he jumped up and down when he saw me.

“We have a house with a backyard!” Bob said.

I thought about my own backyard; that wasn’t mine anymore. “That’s great. I can’t wait to see it.”

“When did you move?” Richard asked as Grandpa put our bags in the back of the car, and we climbed into the back seat.

“September. It’s a longer drive to work, but it’s nice to have a house again,” Grandma said.

Grandpa pulled up in front of a pink house with palm trees in the front yard. “Here we are.”

He unloaded our bags while we followed Grandma into the living room, carrying Pete in his cage. I recognized the furniture from their apartment in Treasure Island. The cool curved sofa and a console record player. White Gladiolas in Grandma’s favorite vase stood gracefully on a table behind the curve of the couch. 

Bob showed me his bedroom. The next room was the den with a bunk bed against the wall.

“This is where you and Richard will be sleeping,” Grandma said.

“I have the top bunk,” Richard said, tossing his backpack onto it.

“Okay.” I sat down, looking around the room.

It was a small house with two bedrooms, a living room, a den, and a screened-in porch. Mom and Dad took the big bedroom, and my grandparents took over Bob’s bedroom. They added bunk beds and cots to the den, converting it to a bedroom for Bob, Richard, Jimmy, and me. The eight of us crowded the cottage of a house.

It felt like one big sleepover party, and that was kind of fun. But more than once, I woke up in my bunk bed to find a giant fuzzy wolf spider crawling above my head on the bottom of Richard’s upper bunk. I took to sleeping with a flashlight.

The house had a patch of undeveloped land behind the backyard. There were scrub palmetto, butterfly weeds, and trees covered in vines that dangled from branches, perfect for us to swing on and play Tarzan. It was like having a jungle for a backyard, hence the spiders, palmetto bugs, and occasional snakes that made their way into the house.

Grandpa showed us how to collect and open coconuts, and they had a banana tree in the yard. Who knew bananas grew on trees? Walking through the neighborhood, we came across tortoises, snakes, and even peacocks. This was a side of Florida that was different from the beach and from my neighborhood in New York. I think Bob enjoyed having company.

They put me in the same third-grade classroom as Bob to help me adjust to the new school. I missed the Flutophone band, but it was cool being in Bob’s class.

Dad had a punching bag in the house, and Richard practiced. He teased Bob and me until we agreed to “fight,” then took our allowance. We both hated it and were more than a little afraid of his bullying. I’m sure Richard missed Hewlett, his friends, and having his own bedroom. But his behavior was hard to take.

* * *

At dusk and dawn, the buzzing of mosquitoes announced the presence of the insatiable blood-sucking flying demons, driving everyone indoors to hide in screened homes. Large expanses of marsh grasslands in the Florida Everglades fed moisture upward, giving us daily afternoon rainfall-ideal conditions for spreading this pest. The year was 1961, and a fleet of trucks roamed the streets, emitting billowing clouds of DDT. They shaped the pattern of life in South Florida.

The sound of the spray truck approaching sent us dashing into the house if we were near enough. Sometimes, we jogged down a side street or into a neighbor’s backyard, holding our breath until the truck passed. Few houses were air-conditioned. People balanced the misery of staying inside the house and enduring the heat against braving the mosquitoes outside in search of a breeze.

My legs were soon covered in welts and scars because, as much as I hated the biting pests, the tropical backyard of Grandma’s house enticed me to brave the outside. There were trees with hanging vines to swing on, shrubs to explore, and a clubhouse to build. Walking in the neighborhood, Grandpa would show us banana trees. We collected coconuts and split them to eat when we got home.

Richard, Bob, and I walked or rode our bikes to Oak Grove Elementary. They put me in Bob’s classroom. I’d never been a “good” student, but I had trouble adjusting. They had homework, something I’d never experienced before.

“If you don’t have your homework, write your name on the board,” the teacher would say as we filed in each morning.

So, every day, I’d put my name on the board. It didn’t occur to me that I was supposed to do work at home. I wasn’t really given a choice of writing my name on the board or doing homework. Our teacher also provided a weekly spelling list and asked students to spell words out loud. These verbal spelling tests were humiliating. It was obvious to everyone else that I couldn’t spell even the easiest words.

Bob always had his homework. And he could spell words during spelling. He was so good-natured and never kidded me about getting everything wrong. He never gloated about it, and when he saw I didn’t want to talk about it, he went along with me and talked about anything and everything else. That year, Bob became my best friend.

Looking back, I think the teacher just wanted to give me some space to adjust to a new school. But it might have helped if she had encouraged me to take part in what we were doing and what I was supposed to be learning.

While Bob, Richard, Jim, and I shared a bedroom, we didn’t see Richard during the school day. There was a three-year age separation between us. When he did interact with Bob and me, he picked on us, so we tried to stay out of his way.

Staying with Grandma and Grandpa was always a short-term solution. Eight people in a two-bedroom home was not sustainable, and we needed our own home. So while we were at school, Mom and Dad went through the newspaper looking for jobs and spent the day making phone calls and filling out applications in search of a steady income.

Mom found a job before Dad, as a bookkeeper for a big company, Gulf American Land Corporation. She announced her success over dinner with everyone sitting around the table.

Grandma looked skeptical. “You don’t know how to be a bookkeeper.”

“Well, I had a semester of training in stenography,” Mom answered.

“Are they counting that as experience?” Grandpa asked.

“Well, I may have put some things on my resume from New York that weren’t exactly true,” Mom said.

“What do you know about bookkeeping?” Grandpa asked.

“I’ve been helping with your store records and took a book out at the library,” Mom said, sounding a little annoyed.

“Did you give fake references?” Dad asked. “What if they call them?”

“If they do, they do,” Mom said. “But I don’t think they will. I met with the office manager during the interview, and he seemed very nice.”

I’m sure the interviewer was impressed with Mom’s intelligence. I’m also sure that her youth and attractiveness didn’t hurt her chances. I suspect he took a chance and hired her because she obviously needed and wanted the job, and he liked her.

Dad bought Mom an old car so she could commute to work. It was so old I could see the road through the rusted floor in the back. A month later, Dad found a job with a small trucking company that used vans to move inventory between garment factory stores.

And just like that, we were on the move again. We’d stayed with Grandma and Grandpa six months, from December to May. I’m sure Mom and Dad were relieved when they had enough money to get a place for us, but the flamingo-pink house and the jungle-like yard are vivid memories that I treasure.

I only found out we were moving when we went on a drive on a Saturday morning, and Dad parked in front of a drab brown house. I wondered what we were doing here. The house looked empty.

“This is going to be our new house,” Dad said.

“You’re going to love it,” Mom added.

We piled out of the car in varying states of excitement. Mom had a big smile on her face, and Richard bounced out, running to the front door. I was more reserved; it had been nice living with Bob, Grandma, and Grandpa. The drive took us across several major intersections that would be difficult to cross.

“You said that when we moved, we’d stay close to Grandma, Grandpa, and Bob.”

“It’s only two miles,” Dad said.

Richard snorted.

“It would take more than an hour to walk,” I said.

It didn’t matter whether I liked it. Dad had a key. They had rented the house, and we would move again. Two miles is nothing to an adult with a car. But to a ten-year-old, it was like moving to another city. And it was in another school zone. I wouldn’t be in a class with Bob. We wouldn’t be able to walk to school together. So far, I was unimpressed; this street didn’t have the tropical feel of Bob’s house. It also meant I would be changing schools, yet again. And there were only ten days left in the school year.

Mom said, “We can get you a bicycle; it won’t seem as far on a bike.”

Dad opened the front door, and we all went in. The living room had an ugly green carpet on the floor, but the kitchen floor was cool and smooth to the touch. It looked like it had pieces of rock in it. Mom showed us the three bedrooms.

“Can I have my bedroom?” Richard asked.

Dad said, “We can talk about it.”

Richard and I walked through the living room, into an enormous family room that extended into the backyard. The room had three walls with jalousie windows and a door to the outside. Mom opened the door, and we all stepped into the backyard.

Richard said, “Wow, look at this yard!”

I looked around at the wide-open space and knew he was thinking of baseball. And I could see what he was thinking. We could set up an infield with home plate, first, second, and third base. I could almost see the gears in Richard’s brain. If this neighborhood had enough kids, there would be games in our backyard. That pleased me; I liked baseball too.

I was more interested in the dirt path and empty lots behind our backyard. It wasn’t tropical with banana trees like Grandma’s, but it had a wilderness feel to it. Maybe this wouldn’t be too bad.

Mom came out with Jimmy. “It’s a nice backyard. It will be perfect for a dog.”

“A dog?” I said. “We’re getting a dog?”

Mom looked at Dad.

He nodded. “This is the right time and right place. As soon as we settle in, we’ll get a dog.”

We’d been nagging Mom and Dad for a dog as long as I could remember. If this were a bribe, it was a good one, and I would hold Mom and Dad to it.

I agreed to share a bedroom with Jim so that Richard could have his own room. I didn’t want to fight Richard over it, and having my room didn’t seem important at the time.

A week after we moved in, we visited the Humane Society and adopted a young female dog. Gigi was tan and white with a cute curly tail and eyes that looked like she was wearing mascara. She was a Basenji mix, a breed that doesn’t bark. I fell in love with her as soon as I saw her. The rest of the family loved her, too, or at least, they weren’t willing to argue with me.
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The rental house was only two blocks from Sabal Palm Elementary. The school couldn’t understand why Mom and Dad moved me to a new school so close to the end of the year. The teacher gave me a desk, introduced me to the class, and left me alone. I didn’t even have time to learn where the bathrooms were.

Once school let out, I played with Gigi from early in the morning until bedtime. Together, we explored the empty lots behind our yard. They were a suburban wilderness where small green lizards climbed tree trunks and scores of songbirds hopped between the branches of trees. A distinctive tok-tok-tok from woodpeckers tapping on tree trunks filled the air.

Richard, four years older than me, was in junior high and usually hung out with friends. He had pulled apart roller skates and built a skateboard, and he would spend hours practicing tricks outside.

Richard was the oldest, and he would put up with me playing baseball if he needed an extra kid, but other than that, we never really “played” together. There was just too great an age difference for us to be close. And my younger brother, Jim, was only six. He could play Chutes and Ladders and Jax, but that was about it. Jim was good-natured, and unlike Richard, he never hit me or took my allowance.

When I started fourth grade in the fall, Jim should have been in first grade. It would have been fun to walk to school with him. And Mom registered him to start. But it didn’t work out. During the first week, he climbed a tree and wouldn’t get down. Since he had only just turned six, they decided he needed to wait another year. So Mom enrolled him in a preschool. A van picked him up in the morning and brought him home around five. I missed Bob. So, mostly I hung out with Gigi in the afternoon.

It was lonely, and I wasn’t good at making friends. There was one girl on the block that I hung around with. But she usually stayed with her older sister, and I felt like I wasn’t really welcome.

Around five-thirty, I walked to where Mom would turn off Sixth Avenue into our neighborhood. She pulled over so I could hop into the passenger seat. I had Mom all to myself for the five minutes it took to get home.

“Hi, sweetie, hop in,” she said.

Sometimes, we would just sit and not say anything. It just felt good to be together. More often than not, she asked about school.

“How was school?” she asked.

I always answered, “Okay.”

I didn’t like talking about school. My handwriting was illegible, and I couldn’t pass a spelling test. When they asked me to read out loud, I froze up and couldn’t do it at all.

“Mr. Maquire stood on his head and drank water from a straw,” I said.

“What?”

“He was showing us you can swallow without gravity.”

“I think you have a good teacher,” Mom said.

She was right. My fourth-grade teacher was the best teacher I’d ever had. Sometimes, that made it worse. It made me feel like I was disappointing him.

“Anything else good at school?” she asked.

“We did high jump today. I’m good at it. Mr. Small says I can compete in the high jump at the next track meet.”

“It sounds like you had a good day.”

I thought about it. Yes, today had been better than most days. A lot of days, I just sat in the back of the class and tried not to get noticed.

My classroom was an old wooden portable. Our desks still had inkwells, and the room even had a wood stove, which in North Miami Beach was entirely silly. Somehow, the portable sitting all by itself away from the main part of the school felt safe. But I still waited eagerly for the freedom of weekends. No one liked sitting at a school desk all day.

We went inside, and Mom pulled things out of the fridge to get dinner together. Tonight was pork chops, so Dad would grill them. Mom put the oven on and tossed in potatoes to bake. Then she pulled lettuce, celery, carrots, tomatoes, and cucumbers out to make a salad. She let me peel and cut the carrots.

Over dinner one night, Mom announced, “I got us passes to Monkey Jungle. We can go on Saturday. Who wants to go?”

* * *

We piled into the car and drove to Miami’s Intracoastal  Waterway, where a jungle-themed boat awaited us. Bob, Grandma, and Grandpa met us there, and we all set off on the “cruise” until we reached a wooden sign that read World Famous Monkey Jungle.

A troop of capuchin monkeys watched from above us in the trees, their chattering mingling with calls and songs of the birds. To me, it felt like we were in the heart of an African jungle.

We spent three hours seeing shows, wandering through the park, eating cheeseburgers and fries. Even Richard was in a good mood. He was actually nice to be around.

After a day in the jungle, we took the boat back to our cars and made our way home. Sunday was a chill day. We all needed to recover to be ready for Monday. Mom did laundry and grocery shopping. Richard and I took turns pushing the lawn mower, but Dad finished the job for us. It was a big backyard.

We rotated our weekend outings. We didn’t get passes to Monkey Jungle often. More often, we went to the beach or Crandon Park Zoo. Most often we went to the beach. We had a public beach not too far from our house, but more often we went to one of the local motels where Mom would give the pool attendant a modest “tip,” and he set up lounge chairs for her. Summer was the off-season, and the motels were never crowded. Our favorite, the Monaco, had a pool with a diving board and a slide.

Mom didn’t work when we lived in New York. She came home tired, but I think she really liked the job. She said she had always had a knack for numbers and liked the people she worked with.

I remember one day on a school holiday, I took the city bus and met Mom for lunch. It was a real adventure, and I felt very grown-up. Before we left to eat, Mom introduced me to her boss and the people she worked with. Everyone made a fuss over me.

Her boss was a young man, much younger than Mom. Before we left for lunch, he pulled me over and said, “Your mom is a valuable member of our team.”

His words filled me with pride. That’s my Mom he’s talking about.

* * *

Life had settled into a comfortable pattern. Then, Mom announced we were moving again.

“Why?” I asked.

“Well, we want to own a house. This is a rental, and the landlord doesn’t want to sell it.”

I didn’t cry, but I had to work hard not to. While I didn’t love school, it sucked to think about changing schools again. And I liked our backyard. I even had some sort of friends on the block. It felt comfortable here.

“We won’t move far,” Mom said.

“That’s what you said last time. Can I help pick the new house out?” I asked.

Mom and Dad looked at each other, and I knew they already had a place in mind. Kids have no rights.

To be fair, the new house was only a few blocks’ walk from our rental and was a nicer house. It had a big backyard. It was still an easy walk to Sabal Palm Elementary, and closer for Richard to go to John F. Kennedy Junior High.

Dad figured I was old enough that I was a “young lady” and needed my own bedroom. So, Jim and Richard shared a room. Mom let me pick colors and furniture for my bedroom.

We lived at our house on Eighth Avenue for what felt like a long, long time, five years. It was the longest we had stayed in one place since leaving Hewlett. Dad may have felt I was a “young lady” who needed her own room, but he lost track of the fact that Richard was also growing up.
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Summer means freedom: no homework, no tests. No lying about what I was supposed to be reading rather than what I was reading. But the heat was hard to take, even for kids. Well, Florida was known for beautiful beaches and ocean. That was because it was hot so much of the year that it was too hard to do anything but swim. Unfortunately, we couldn’t spend all the time at the beach, and we didn’t have a pool.

It was Saturday morning, and Richard bounded onto the bed, joining Jimmy and me watching television in the only air-conditioned room in the house, our parents’ bedroom. They were having coffee and reading the paper in the family room, with all the windows open and a large fan set up to give a breeze.

“I’m changing the channel,” Richard said, glaring at the cartoon show Jonny Quest.

“There isn’t anything good on,” I said.

He flipped through the channels, eventually putting it back where we had it.

“You’re right; there really isn’t anything on,” he said, leaving the room.

I lasted another ten minutes before heading to the kitchen for some cereal. Jimmy followed behind me.

“Can we use the sprinkler?” I asked.

“Sure, it’s a good day for it,” Mom said. “Make sure you both wear bathing suits.”

“Okay,” I said.

Jimmy fussed. “This one,” he said.

“That’s underwear,” I said, handing him an actual bathing suit.

Temperatures in Miami could be brutal.

We ran the sprinkler in our backyard and played in our swimsuits. It helped us cool down. It wasn’t as good as the beach or a pool. But it was right outside, and sometimes, that was good enough.

Most weekends, we headed to the beach. Mom would sit on her chair, read a book, and dip in the pool to cool down.

There was a city pool not too far from the house, and sometimes Mom would take us there. We would spend the afternoon splashing, swimming, and jumping off the high dive board. When she was too busy, I’d go with friends to an apartment complex a few blocks from our house, walk over, and pretend we lived there. I didn’t take Jimmy. They would want an adult to be watching him. We were quiet and polite, careful not to splash or make lots of noise.

No one questioned us, but I figured some adults must have known we didn’t live there.

I was so glad I knew how to swim. Lots of kids at my school couldn’t do more than a weak dog paddle. They took our class to the pool once a week for lessons. Since I knew all the strokes, they let me work on diving. I couldn’t remember not knowing how to swim.

Mom says she took us to a pool near Jones Beach in New York when I was three years old. And I have a memory
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