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      Here is where most authors write something saccharine sweet and straightforward, like To my mother.

      But this is where I explain the only signposts in my life. Thank you, Mom.

      My wife and I couple-dated some friends we referred to as our Canasta Friends. Even after we moved sixteen-hundred miles away, we would fly down and spend three solid days playing Canasta. Of course, those who play Canasta will tell you there is some eating, occasional drinking (coffee), and much talking with every hand. They told us about their travels with another couple, and we talked about our world travels. One difference was always clear: the nation’s border separated our experiences.

      During one of the last trips down, he asked why we traveled and spent our money in other countries when there were so many neat places to go here in the states. I asked for an inference. He named a place. He was right… It was a neat place. One of us had been there. He chose another. I told him about the fabulous restaurant I had found there after exploring the region they had not dared to go. He grumped another tourist attraction. I countered about the incredible natural creations less than a day’s drive away—I had been there. He named an obscure national park, and my wife rattled off five more within a half day’s car ride with three kids and towing a small trailer. She had spent every summer touring all forty-eight states.

      Finally, I shared what drove me to distant lands.

      Long before I knew of a city named New York, I learned about the city of Paris. Years before I knew about the stockyards of a place called Chicago, I learned about the thick fog of London and the evil done by a Mr. Hyde or Ripper.

      New Orleans came long after I knew of Cairo on the banks of the Nile River, pyramids, and the Aswan Dam, thanks to a boy king named Tut and National Geographic Magazine. The Grand Bazaar of Bagdad I learned from a boy named Ali.

      I had wandered through the jungles of India with Mowgli, thanks to Rudyard Kipling. The same year I learned about a captivating animal called a mongoose. Africa would come at the fanciful hand and pen of Edger Rice Burroughs. It was through his Tarzan that I began my lessons in Swahili with naming the animals. Denver, Colorado, and the Rocky Mountains would come long after I had also trekked to the Yukon with Jack London and Robert Service.

      I learned of the port of Los Angeles, long after I had worked the docks of Cannery Row. I had been Shanghaied in San Francisco and pressed into labor on the quays of Lisbon and Calais. I had sailed around both capes, hunted a great white whale, and sold into slavery next to a shipload of bananas and spices in Grenada.

      As a great person once said, to open a book is to step onto a magic carpet taking you anywhere you can read about. Some of the first books I read were the classics. By the age of nine, I had floated over London, danced on the ramparts of Notre Dame, fenced in defense of a beautiful lady in Calais. I had listened to great orators in the Senate of Athens, ridden an elephant while storming Carthage, pilfered goods in Bagdad, and ruled the world from Alexandria. I had sailed a felucca on the Nile, a junk off China, and a stolen Royal Navy ship of the line to a tiny island in the Pacific Ocean still on my bucket list—Pitcairn.

      To recognize my mother is also to understand who she introduced us to as children. As she read to us on her bed in the evening, she planted the seeds of reading, between the rows of chenille knotting of her quilt. She planted the spark of wanderlust in the eye of her youngest—to venture forth and then return to write. Experience, eat, meet, and consume, then home again to write.

      When I was a young man, my mentor slipped the shackles of the earthly binds and took wing to her next adventure. Years later, my father handed me a small stack of yellow three-by-five cards bound by print shop rubber bands of red and blue. The stack was all the notes of stories my mother and I had created in long evenings performing the tedious task of printing. I tossed the unopened stack into the top drawer of my desk.

      A few years later, I was cleaning out the desk. I unwound the rubbers and inserted my thumbnails into the center, splitting the stack. A small piece of yellow paper fluttered to the floor.

      As I bent to look, the importance of a single word hit me. It was my total inheritance from her. It was what she couldn’t bring herself to try.

      She had reached from the grave and directed me to move.

      The single word on the paper that now lay on the floor?

      Publish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A preliminary thought…

          

        

      

    

    
      A friend stopped by as I was watering my backyard. There was a long narrow planting area along my woodshop. There were three hanging baskets of fuchsia.

      “I noticed you water the baskets but not the ground cover...”

      I nodded. “Yeah? So?”

      “Don’t you like the ground cover?”

      I glanced his way as I carefully moved the watering can to the next hanging basket. “It’s called Pope’s spotted spurge.”

      His protest was almost whiny. “But you don’t water it.”

      I looked over my sunglasses at him. “It’s a weed.”

      “Then why have it?”

      I returned to the water just starting to dribble from the bottom of the basket of fuchsias. “Because I’m a writer.”

      The look on his face was blank, misunderstanding.

      I sighed. “It’s like a character I might name after my ex or someone I hated in school growing up. They become a throwaway character. I take pleasure in killing them in horrible ways. It’s their lot in life.”

      I reached down and demonstrated. Quickly, I pulled large handfuls of green plants out by the roots. They lay on the patio limp and impotent. With tomorrow’s heat, they will cook-off to a brown char. By Saturday, they will be compost dust.

      He stood limp, trying to get his mind around my weed patch and the characters in a book.

      “You mean you make up characters—only to kill them?”

      I moved to the next basket. “Would you prefer I drag Palin or Kissinger into my books?”

      He probed at the dead weeds with his foot as he muttered, “They’re dead.”

      “Palin is still somewhere—probably watching Putin, and the Kiss just had heart surgery at ninety-one…”

      “No.... the plants.”

      I put down the empty watering can. “I need to go write now.”

      He toed at the weeds once more. “Okay.” As he walked out of the gate, he took one more look at the weeds.

      “I can box those up for you to take home if you want...”

      He thought for a moment and gently shook his head as he walked down the driveway.

      I wasn’t sure if he would ever understand.

      His name is okay… but maybe if I just change his hair color…

      And this, people, is why I write.
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            Building a Writer

          

        

      

    

    
      If you are going to be mischievous enough to get thrown out of a restaurant with a friend, you can’t do any better than Jonathan Winters in a little diner named Patty’s in Toluca Lake. Although riding nickel rides with Pam and Mark in a Chuckie Cheese in Mira Mesa is a close second. It’s not always the company, and it’s not always the restaurant—or in Jonathan’s case, Hugh’s Market at three in the morning. Valerie Perrine was just an innocent bystander holding a banana gun and a pineapple wanting to be a grenade. It would have been a classic fruit salad… but alas… we’ll always have aisle three.

      Of course, nobody starts living in their twenties. The big stuff is already prepared by all the little trials that occur before. There are thousands of tiny bits and pieces one needs to sew together before the being, which, in my case, some days, can be mistaken for Frankenstein’s creation.

      My loving wife often refers to me as Mr. Zipper. But then, she’s only been around for twenty-nine of the now sixty surgeries.

      Colleges and universities and other Ponzi schemes would like you to believe they can teach you how to be a writer. I can show you how to drive a taxi, but I can’t turn you into a cabbie. Writers and cabbies are created, not trained.

      And before I start getting nasty mail, most editors are trained, but not actual storytellers. If Hemingway had a Chicago Manual of Style, it was probably a handy doorstop—or something for the forty-seven cats to use as a scratching pad or some other kind of padding for relief…
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      When I was two, I laughed so hard I threw up my hands in glee. The highchair tipped over. And my collarbone broke when my shoulder hit the sturdy coffee table. The table was a three-inch-thick slab of redwood supported by stout, ax-carved legs. It didn’t budge—but my bone did.

      The upper-body cast was put on, and the rail braces to bring my toes to point almost forward came off. Ever since then, I have walked like a duck with flat feet. At two, the good news is you don’t remember things. But falling backward is a fear that haunts me to this day. Fear of falling at all would come later.

      My father was a forest ranger. Growing up in a pine log cabin with the smell of chinking oakum are fuzzy memories—but vivid smell association. Okay, maybe just a disturbing penchant for the scent of pine and oakum. We lived in a tiny company logging town named Johnsondale. It was the last of the company-owned towns in California. The image on the cover of my book, What About Marsha?, is Johnsondale. There is no grittier growing-up than doing so in a logging or mining town.

      In logging terminology, when the company owns the town, the mill, and everyone works for the company except the US postal lady, it is called a show. Johnsondale was a noticeably big show. About a hundred people worked at the lumber mill, with another hundred in the forest. There were nearly as many small white houses in three rows.

      For entertainment one summer (I assume it was the Fourth of July), many of the loggers and my father went to attack a giant log—felled decades before. The large boring ants had gotten to parts of it before it dried and hardened, so it had no lumber value. The men set to work with their chainsaws and two-man misery whips. The whips you usually see pictures of are the small six- or eight-foot saws with large teeth and a single man at one end. In any given logging camp, there were two-man whips—coming by their name with a cause. These are the great saws you only see in brown photos. They could stretch up to twenty feet in length for the big trees like the Sequoias and Redwoods.

      I’m sure the day was a lot of fun, as the men and their families came away with many slabs for rough cut coffee tables. My mother changed my one brother and me on a slab table. I hold no grudge against the thing. A lifetime later, it is still in one of our family’s homes.

      I mention the coffee table, not because of my first broken bone, but because one of my first memories surrounds it.

      Loggers wear special boots. They are called corks. A perfect description would be to think of combat boots with golf spikes. Many golf spikes. They are about a half-inch long and damned sharp. They are specifically sharp enough so when the logger is walking along a tree, the spikes or tips would entirely bury into the bark—thus preventing any kind of slipping. Now you know why those guys don’t slip off during a log rolling contest. Don’t try it with running shoes—they will just laugh at you while they take your money. They are standing on the reason you lost.

      If there was a mat of any kind in their truck, it didn’t last long. When they got dressed in the morning, it was with their corks on. When they had to go to the commissary, post office, or the company office, you guessed it—they had their corks on.

      Every one’s floors were made from pine. Every floor had dark dots where the Johnson floor wax filled in with each application. My mother hated those marks—and the men who didn’t think twice about walking across a floor their “little woman” had slaved waxing all afternoon. They just wanted to know how soon dinner was.

      One of those men, and I think I know which one, crossed corks with my mother.

      My father never owned a pair. As the ranger, he wore more of a work hiking boot with a dense lug pattern. The lugs were much better in the mud, snow, forest floor duff, and floors. He also slipped them off at the door and padded around in his socks just as we kids did.

      My memory was only a snapshot of the bottom of the corks, buried into the side of the slab coffee table just as if it was still a tree. It was very agitating.

      Many years later, my mother remembered the evening as we were printing Christmas cards on our Kelsey press. Once she started telling the results of the set of corks in the side of her coffee table, we had to stop working—we were laughing almost too hard to even be standing up. (I’ll talk more about those evenings later.)

      The logger had come to talk with the ranger. My mother had been in the kitchen and hadn’t monitored who came in or even thought about the corks. She was a little tired from herding us four children around all day as she stripped and re-waxed all the floors in the small cabin.

      As the men sat down on the couch to go over some maps of the new logging area, the logger had absentmindedly relaxed and buried his corks, up to the leather soles, into my mother’s prize possession. But not before he had stippled his way across the mirror of the freshly waxed floor. My mother came out of the kitchen with two fresh coffees. One she placed quietly on the coffee table. The other she quietly threw on the logger’s chest and lap. Then, in an even tone, she instructed him to remove his corks and not to put them on until he got home and apologized to his wife.

      Fifteen minutes later, he returned, still barefooted—in the snow. His wife’s hand was attached to his twisted ear the entire time he apologized to my mother. After, his wife led them back to his truck.

      Word gets around fast in a small town. By lunch, all the loggers knew not to wear their corks in the ranger’s wife’s cabin. By dinner time, they all knew they would never be welcome to wear their corks in any house. By Saturday, they knew they needed only to wear their corks in the forest or the mill—but don’t go into the office.

      The image of the bottom of his boot buried in the coffee table may not appear in any of my other books, but it is there as fodder. I was three at the time. What does appear as a theme, which seems to be pervasive in my books, would be strong women. Between my mother, Peg Mullen, Betty Denton, Dolly Welch, and Ms. Bemis, I didn’t have a choice—I grew up with strong female role models.

      Later in life, I wore corks for a brief time and hated them. I didn’t regret throwing them away after they saved my toes, but the chainsaw did create quite a nasty trench type hole in the left cork. And whatever you have heard or thought about steel-toed boots... forgetaboutit.

      The chainsaw was possessed—I’m sure about it. It later slapped sideways in a way where the breaker-bar (supposed to stop the chain) didn’t. The flat blade hit my wrist and rapidly walked its way up my left arm until it had finally ground enough meat to bury the bite-teeth into the outside of my bicep. I used to think it hurt. But the surgeon working more than a few times on my right arm and shoulder convinced me the chainsaw damage was only a scratch.

      Someday, at the risk of being accused of watching the Chainsaw Massacre too many times, I might use a logger to do some killing. Maybe Stihl chainsaws will pay me to use someone else’s saw… But I’m also sure the logger must be wearing corks—with three-inch-long spikes. You know—macho stuff. I wonder if Danny Trejo has ever done any logging?
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      A final lesson from the logging town—as you drive into the town of Johnsondale, the last I heard, there is a split of the street. The traffic goes around a huge stump the height of a two-story house… which is apropos—because there are two stories about the stump.

      For years after we moved, we heard people still called the stump “Bill’s Stump.” If they still do, it’s stupid. We moved from there over sixty years ago, and my father (Bill) died a couple of years ago—and the stump never grew there.

      As I said, my father was the ranger. Most of his job was called “cruising timber.” This means he walked up and down the mountains with two cans of spray paint in his pack—blue and orange—marking trees. The orange was sprayed in a large X, or a large X with a circle around it and slash through it. Both meant to cut the tree down. The circle and slash meant it wasn’t good lumber material and to leave it downed where it falls. The log would become infested with boring beetles. Then bees would pollinate the returning growth, and finally, boring worms, ants, and termites providing food for bears, marmots, wolverines, skunks, lizards, and other things that create the diversity of a mature forest.

      The blue paint was also displayed with a large X with a bar over and under. This designation was usually sprayed on deformed or otherwise physically damaged trees. The mark was to stop it from being harvested in a clear-cut or select-cut situation.

      After the harvesting was done, a logger who knew how to set blasting charges and all, would shinny his way up to about thirty feet, and then wrap the tree in a loopy manner—with detonation cord. Then, as the logger—or powder monkey, as he is called—makes his way down and wraps each of the larger limbs with a half-hitch knot. The cord burns with a speed somewhere between the speed of sound and the speed of light.

      A hundred feet of the line is almost an instantaneous explosion. The knots on the limbs blow the limbs off, either close to the trunk or will leave a tiny limb of one or two feet long. The loopy hanging of long loose loops in the middle of the tree provides for an explosion to shatter the top of the tree. These combinations of explosions turn the unusable standing tree into a large toothy standing snag that will die, become infested with bugs, which provide food for woodpeckers, which bore holes, which become homes for smaller birds. The shaggy, toothy top is a favorite for larger birds of prey. So the useless tree becomes an essential agent for the forest to become healthy while it grows back into a productive forest. Most of the bunny hugger people think an “old growth” forest is the best example of a forest—with its majestic trees towering overhead and creating a deep dark forest floor. They are wrong.

      Large forest fires are the reset for just such stagnated monocultures that discourage the infestation of diversity in a forest. Deer will make their way through such a forest, but squirrels get nothing, and badgers hate the dark empty forest floor where brush and the healthy shrubs die from the lack of sunlight and oxygen exchange.

      So back to the story of the stump…

      Loggers look at trees with butts larger than thirty-inches thick and start drooling and hyperventilating. They may get a payday based on the days they work—but they also get board-bonuses for cutting trees with maximum net board footage. So, if a tree two loggers can’t reach around and touch fingers gets their motors running—you can only imagine what a tree almost twelve feet thick would do to these guys. Let’s just say it could give some loggers a woody so hard it would drive them blind. In this tree’s case—it had to have been a mass hysterical blindness.

      My father had a large arm-swing when it came to marking timber. I’ve seen photos, and even in a grainy black and white, you could see his marks from a city block away. He also had a way of dotting the end of the second slash so he could tell if a logger had marked a rogue tree and cut it illegally—a terminal offense in a company show.

      So, one fine day, my father was watching and checking the logs coming into the mill. When a truck came in carrying a single oversized log on his thirty-four-foot-long bed, the ranger took notice—he knew he had not cruised anything in the cut range larger than a six-foot butt. So there would always be at least three logs on a truck—not one single chunk of wood twelve feet across and thirty-six-feet long.

      Note: In the 1950s, these were common sizes of trees. Today, a thirty-inch butt is a “fatty.”

      My father stopped the smiling trucker. He made the man get out of the truck, which made the trucker stop smiling. The ranger had sent a runner to get the yard boss. When the man arrived, my father pointed to the blue paint still in the cracks of the bark where it had not come off when the logger or loggers power scraped a chainsaw over the bark to remove the mark. The orange they left to forge a mark with hadn’t been enough.

      The yard boss looked at the massive trunk and commented at the board footage it could produce. The ranger laughed. He grabbed the long solid steel pinch bar used to tighten down the large chains holding the logs on the trailer. He held it over his head and down his back. And then took one giant chopping swing and banged the side of the large tree trunk. The deep hollow drum sounded through the yard. The tree was not solid—its center was rotten or hollow.

      The yard boss stepped to the back and noted the logger’s tags as to who had cut it. He turned to the trucker and told him to cut the gut wrappers (chains), and they pushed the log off the trailer where it was. The trucker was told to haul up—or square his debts and pay at the office—and then leave the mountain. He probably would have to sell his trailers and do some other kind of hauling—or go wildcat haul in Oregon or Washington. The loggers would be terminated later in the day. Their wives would be immediately told so they could start packing their possessions in preparation to vacate the company house in the evening. If they couldn’t square their debt at the company store, they left with the shirts on their backs. The company was also the bank.

      The yard boss had the trunk stood upright so it didn’t take up so much space. It was also a sign all loggers and truckers would see as they came and went from the town. It was a constant reminder—what the ranger marks is the law.

      As for lessons, one is about following rules. If you work for a company and take their pay, you follow their rules. If you don’t like their rules, there is the road out of town. Don’t hit the large stump.

      The other lesson is about the name “Bill’s Stump”—or even the title of the stump. The tree was high cut at about four feet off the ground. This makes it easier to handle the fifty-inch-long blades of the working saw. The double-ended chainsaws with an engine at both ends were always used above the beltline on a logger. So the log was never a stump.

      Perception is a powerful thing. I used the lesson to a powerful conclusion in Angel Flights.
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      I’ve got to give my father one thing here with Johnsondale—he was industrious. In those days, a twelve-inch or fourteen-inch-thick log was considered a pecker-pole. It wasn’t worth running through the mill because it would yield a pecker’s worth of lumber. Most of these were the tops of trees, ranging eighty to well over a hundred feet tall.

      My father would range out with a small hand saw and cut them to about eight feet long. After he got them home, he would split them into quarter-rails for a fence. There was about a half a mile of split-rail zig-zag fence around our yard. It was there for no better reason than to protect the two small noble fir trees from the roaming cattle. The one tree had connected to the ass-end of a cow who scratched until it cracked. The tree recovered, but with a crook in the trunk.

      I only mention this fence because of two things. First, I know what kind of effort it takes to build so much fence as I built one. My property ran almost a half-mile along the road. I added some at both ends so it looked like it also ran back into the forest.

      The second reason for mentioning my father’s fence was the truck tire we kids had to play with. Now a zig-zag fence is just a stacked fence with no nails or fixtures to hold it together.

      Once a large truck tire gets rolling down a hill, a stacked fence doesn’t stand a chance. Something is going to give. I’m sure my father knew what kept blowing out the fence at the bottom of the small hill, but I don’t remember any swats. But then, I was the sweet innocent golden child in diapers.
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      When I was three and a half, we lived on the side of a highway. We kids could fall asleep counting cars as they passed us by on the two-lane road. The road ran from Placerville and Highway 50, up to Highway 80. Highway 80 is the northern pass route around Lake Tahoe—of the Donner Party fame. It was a long time between one and two cars, and even longer to get to a third car.

      We only lived there for about nine months, but it was long enough to create many memories. The large pasteboard box on the front porch with clothes for dress-up created some lasting aftereffects. I’m sure running around with just a belt, an empty holster down the front, and the optional Tom Mix cowboy hat led to mixed feelings about being dressed or not.

      I’m sure the mail lady who drove the brown truck got a kick out of the kid with nothing to hide but was well covered by the holster to past his knees. After that—and being on the receiving end of my “Indian” siblings the next summer—my aspirations of growing up to be a cowboy were… well, curbed.
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      We had chickens. If you have never opened a small door on a chicken coop, reached in under the warm body of a laying hen, and pulled out a warm egg—you just don’t know what real living is.

      There is something extraordinarily Zen about feeding birds running free. I’m not talking about bird feeders with seeds in a jar or suet apples hung in trees—we’re talking sticking your hand down into a bucket of yeasty smelling cracked field corn and then casting it about on the ground and the backs of the bent-over chickens.

      Sitting in a park throwing bits of bread or cracked sunflower seeds to pigeons is a very frail third place to casting corn to your chickens. Not that I would want to have chickens again…

      The memories of a chicken with its head sticking out of a hole in a paper bag aren’t quite as vivid as the headless body rustling the bag around the yard a moment later. We had chickens… until the temperature dipped so low one night the combined heat in the coup wasn’t enough. We had chickens… in the freezer. We ate ground beef and pasta for the next month. Chicken just didn’t seem appealing—to eat—or cook.
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      My father went away for a forest fire. He was gone more than a day or two. For me, this was something new. I think it was something new for him too. He had started his career on a forest lookout atop a mountain. Then he cruised timber in Johnsondale. Now he was fighting forest fires. This was the first time I consciously paid attention to him not being around much.

      One afternoon, one of the green forest service trucks pulled slowly up our long driveway to the barnyard back area. The man, who lived “next door” (about a mile down the road) and had two or three kids our age, got out of the driver’s side. And then a big roly-poly man got out of the other side. His clothes didn’t fit. His shirt was wide open, and the big chest and belly protruded like a beach ball. The pants were tied on with some rope but still wide open with a gap of many inches. He was barefoot and stood on small hams sticking out of his skin-tight work pants, which were usually worn baggie.

      We kids just stood with open mouths and yelled for our mom.

      As the back screen-door snapped shut, Mom was looking at the two men. Only one she knew. She was trying to ignore the strange fat man like people driving past a wreck. “What can I do for you, Ted?”

      Ted pointed at the fat man. “Ruth, inside this balloon-man is your skinny husband. Sorry I had to bring him home in such a condition.”

      The fire had gotten into a grove of poison oak covered with poison ivy. Dad was one of the three firefighters who had breathed in the smoke and blew up. It was one of the few times I ever saw my father take time off.

      The workaholic gene isn’t a gene to take lightly. If not treated correctly, it can cause strife, tension, and expensive vacations requiring no pen and paper, or any other implement of writing. But it can also produce a few books.
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      The last memory of our time in Georgetown was a pit. The area wasn’t big, even for a three-year-old. My guess would be in the neighborhood of only six or eight feet across, and about two or three feet deep. The entire hole was a mass of quartz crystals. Some the size of my small forearm, others were perfect tiny crystals smaller than the little pinky on my right foot. They ranged from crystal clear, to muddy white, to purple amethyst. There were so many perfect crystals—my mother’s angst over only being able to keep six or eight haunted her for years. Years later, when I started hanging out with people into metaphysical woo-woo shit, I thought about how rich I could be if I could only find the hole again.

      But—at three, I wondered if fairies came and took the crystals away to make windows or something. I think it was the start of creating stories. And now you know where a dragon blowing glass came from. She wasn’t Norwegian at all—she came from a hole in the ground in Northern California.
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      By the time we moved to South Lake Tahoe, I was much more mature. I was almost four. This meant I was allowed out in the yard alone without one of the older siblings. This was as much of a blessing to them as it was to me. I just wanted to be left alone. They were thankful to be divested from the teat-suck of a younger pest.

      The last time we kids did something “together” willingly was the rounds of mumps, followed immediately by the measles. By the end of those trying weeks of two bunk beds in a single room, we were all four ready to go back to school and go our own ways.

      I’m sure when I get around to including a plague or something similar in a book, this experience will play a large part. I know being incarcerated in the tiny bedroom with my siblings played its role in the aftermaths ranging from torture, bullying to passive-aggressive paybacks. Nothing says love-hate like siblings.
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      As the youngest, there is usually the misconception we are the spoiled ones. I’m not here to deny there is some favoritism meted out, generally from the mother and rarely from the father. The paternal favoritism gets used up on the first, or at least the first son. What does get heaped on the youngest is shit. The
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