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Dedication

For my mom, the rock against whom I have pushed.

You’ve shown me where my work was, and that’s what I’ve needed to find; that’s where I’ve needed to shine my own light.

It has been a gift to follow in your footsteps, hard as that has been at times. 

For my dad, whose path has also been my path.

You’ve been showing me the way, 

even when it was so rocky for you. 

And for Pete and Jeff, who were also my way-showers.

Thanks for holding the light. 



From Proverbs and Tiny Songs


II

Why should we call 

these accidental furrows roads?...

Everyone who moves on walks 

like Jesus, on the sea.



VI

You walking, your footsteps are

the road, and nothing else; 

there is no road, walker,

you make the road by walking.

By walking you make the road,

and when you look backward,

you see the path that you 

never will step on again.

Walker, there is no road,

Only wind-trails in the sea.



– By Antonio Machado (1875–1939), 

translated by Robert Bly





Preface

They say to be careful when pointing a finger at someone else because you always have three pointing back at yourself. Never have I felt this to be truer than while writing this book. 

I’ve done a lot of work on myself. And as I’ve worked my way through challenging feelings stemming from my childhood, I’ve sensed the truth: This doesn’t make me a hero. It means I belonged in the remedial class. What I experienced in my childhood was a reflection of my soul dents and inner splits that I came into this lifetime to heal. I’ve gotten my money’s worth, shall we say.

Along the way, I’ve gotten to the deeper meaning of so much of it, but I will spare you, dear reader, from an ad nauseam analysis about what I’ve discovered. Instead, I’m going to try to tell it straight, as best I can. If you know me, this book might explain a few things. And if you don’t, maybe you’ll see some of your own story in here, or that of someone you love. 

My dad has written an account of his recollections from childhood, put together in the style of “visiting.” As he tells it: “When I was a kid, we would have supper, do the chores and come into the house, wash up and grab a cup of coffee and head for the Evening Telegram...It lasted until we heard a car in the driveway and found it was our neighbors—it could have been any of many—coming to our house for a visit. 

They would talk of crops, weather and whatever came to mind. When suddenly and without warning, one of them would start out in Norwegian and it was then I knew—here comes the good stuff!”

My dad managed to paint a vivid picture of what growing up was like for him, without throwing anyone under a bus. I’ve never thought I could write a story of my own life because, frankly, I didn’t know if I could do that. But when my father asked last summer if I’d ever thought about writing my life story, it planted a seed. In these pages, that seed has sprung to life and, to the best of my ability, I have tried to avoid unnecessary roughness. 

Everyone has struggles in life, and what pains any one of us depends largely on how we’re wired when we arrive. My trials and tribulations rubbed me raw in many ways. As I got older, these sore spots would show me where healing was needed. I am aware that no one in my family ever intentionally meant to hurt me, including—and maybe especially—my mother. 

After she read Walker, she sent me a three-page letter, which she called an Addendum of Sorts. She started it by saying: “I know we all have a different understanding of how life unfolded for us. This is not intended to change anything you've written but only to share my understanding of some of the things that were so hurtful to you. I am truly sorry that your childhood, and life, have been so tainted by my doing. So much of it came as a surprise as I read your book and I admit, it was a painful read for me.”

I’ve updated Walker to include her perspective, not only because I think it’s the fair thing to do, but also because it’s illuminating. How often do we think that our way of seeing things is the only one, and it’s the right one? How often do we trust our memories more than maybe we should? How often are we not aware of how much and in what way we have affected someone else? And perhaps most importantly, how often do we lean on our own limited understanding so hard that we don’t check things out with others? 

In truth, as I was writing this book, I knew I likely didn’t have all the facts straight from when I was very young. What kid does, especially in a family where people don’t speak with you? I thought about reaching out to my parents for input, but worried they might feel they’d been duped when it turned out the story didn’t make them look so good. Plus, I had just visited them a few weeks before the inspiration to write Walker hit, so wouldn’t normally expect to see them again for a year.

I went ahead and did my best, and then was actually grateful for many of the clarifications my mother provided in her letter, even if they don’t make me look so good. I was stumped by some, even, since they make some of my memories now hard to place. 

So at the end of several chapters, you will find an addendum from my mom. I invite you to pause and consider what she is sharing, as I have done. Everyone wants to be seen and heard and no one wants to feel misunderstood. 

This I know. 

As I say in the book, my main source for spiritual wisdom is a spirit being known only as the Guide. And what the Guide teaches, over and over, is that the underlying reason for all our disharmonies in life is untruth. That, and lack of awareness. We are not aware of the untruths we are holding onto. 

If we knew the whole truth of any situation, we would be at peace. Then we would be living from our Higher Self, and our highest good would not conflict or interfere with anyone else’s. 

From a spiritual point of view, then, it’s vitally important to consider another person’s perspective. Because seldom, if ever, are we able to see all sides. Looking from another vantage point not only releases the grip we hold on our old stories, it cuts loose the hold our own Lower Self has on us. For whenever we are building cases against others, we are caught in the crosshairs of the Lower Self. 

Long story short, I don’t want to hold any more cases against my mother, or anyone else for that matter. For a long time I did, but I don’t want to carry them with me any longer. Those cases are heavy, and I am aiming for light. 

What I’m sharing in this book, then, is to the best of my recollection, and I have attempted to always be authentic. But I can’t claim every date and detail is accurate or the same as others remember it. As my dad put it in the introduction to his compilation of remembrances, “Some things fade with time or I didn’t pay attention in the first place.” 

I never want to lose sight of the progress I’ve made and, at the same time, I want to remain open to more and more possibilities for healing. I want to keep moving in the direction of the light and walking with purpose. 

—Jill Loree

P.S. Additional photos and newspaper clippings, as well as music recordings, can be found on Phoenesse.
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When I was a junior in college, I upgraded my employment situation from throwing pizzas at Sammy’s to serving drinks across the street at Houligan’s bar and restaurant. Houligan’s was a downtown establishment that was more upscale than your average college bar along Water Street. 

Tips in the bar area, however, generally consisted of leftover change. And since the cocktail waitress wage was $2/hour, tips mattered. After a while, I slid over to bartending where you still got some tips, but received a minimum wage of $3.25/hour. On a slow weeknight in a college town, that was like getting a nice raise. 

After work, an employee could have one free drink, which had the intended consequence of gathering up a reasonably large crowd of paying customers—aka, off-work employees—most weekend nights. We had a genuinely fun time. This was back when alcohol still worked for me as a social lubricant and hadn’t yet become a serious problem.

Along the way, we got a new restaurant manager who was a real character. Let’s call him Les. Although he was married, he spent countless hours in the bar hanging out with us kids. He liked giving shoulder rubs to the girls; he was that kind of guy. So for Halloween, I had the genius idea to dress up as Les. 

I nailed it, complete with a five o’clock shadow, dark circles under my eyes, a dark wig, a beer belly, a cigarette dangling from my lips, and a gas station attendant shirt bearing his name and a big grease stain. (Thanks, Jeff, for the hand-me-down from your old job at Holiday gas station.) My friends at the bar howled. His wife, I am sorry to say, ran out of the place in tears. 

But Les almost got the last laugh. When I graduated, I was allowed letters of recommendation from two people for my school file. One person I asked was John, one of the bar managers at Houligan’s and a really good guy. In the school office, as I was going over my file with an advisor, he suddenly blanched, closed my file, and said, “I’m sorry, but you have a very bad file.” 

“What do you mean?” I blanched back.

“I cannot tell you what’s in your file. Once letters are sent to us, they are confidential. But I can tell you, you have a very bad file. Do you want me to discard anything from your file? Once I do, I can’t put it back.”

The other letter was from my advisor for the pom-pom squad. I was truly confused and totally in shock. 

“I can’t believe John would do that,” I muttered. In a moment of sheer kindness, my advisor quietly said, “You do not have a letter in your file signed by someone named John.”

“Really,” I said, the light starting to dawn. “Let’s go ahead and discard that letter from Houligan’s.” My advisor threw the letter in the trash, smiled broadly and said, “Jill, you have a very good looking file.” 
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Part One | Childhood; Barron (1963-1971)
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​1 | More cows than people

I was born and raised in Barron County, a humble, rural area in northwest Wisconsin. In high school, I learned from my mom, who was then the Barron County Treasurer, that Barron County actually has more cows than people. Through the years, I’ve shared this tidbit a number of times, as though it explains some things. Exactly what, I don’t know. 

Pete and Jeff had already been on the planet for four and two years respectively when I came along. As was the convention of the day, we arrived early in my parents’ young married life. We were unplanned, all of us, but not unexpected. 

The day I turned 23, I was struck by the reality that if I were my mother, I would have had my third child that day. That was a sobering thought, especially given that it would be another three years before I myself would actually get sober. Had I been in her shoes, I would not have done any better. 

From birth through second grade, we lived in a tiny town called Barron, whose pride was being tapped as the county seat. Local legend tells of how back in the day, in the 1860s, the seat—literally a chair carved out of a tree trunk—was stolen from the nearby city of Rice Lake in some kind of crazy caper. Thus, Barron has staked the claim ever since. The population of Barron today is just over 3000. 

In Barron County, roughly a third of the population descends from Germans, and 20% or so from Norwegians. My dad, in fact, is 100% Norwegian—his parents still spoke the language, but in an effort to fit in encouraged their six kids to only speak English—and my mom is half-German and half-Swedish. I come by my blonde hair honestly. 

Both of my parents grew up on farms, but since my dad studied music in college and went on to become a vocal music teacher, we were city kids. So it was rural Wisconsin, but thankfully we had no cows to milk. 

My dad’s parents were Otto and Sophie, and they were still dairy farming when I was young; my dad’s brother, Floyd, had the farm next door. So I spent a few summers hanging out with my cousin Trudy, feeding calves, trying to ride their two seldom-ridden horses, Fluffy and Jules, and at least once, helping make hay. 

That involved hauling hay bales from a wagon onto a very long conveyor that carried them up to the hayloft where someone else grabbed and stacked them. Lots of itchy chaff and loads of sweat, as I recall. My brothers did real work that they got paid for, but I never even got to drive a tractor. Trudy and I were mostly tasked with staying out of trouble. 

[image: ]

My cousin Trudy at age nine.

I recall helping her hand-wash a calf, paying extra attention to the manure-stained white fur on its backside by scrubbing with some kind of bluing agent. We were getting the poor thing ready for showing at the county fair. Trudy was not a fan of the project and cried her way through much of the chore. She wasn’t a big fan of farming in general. 

We didn’t remain close as we got further into high school, but for my birthday one year in middle school, Trudy made a fabulous Barbie doll cake for me. Taking tips from her mother, my Aunt Norma, who was a highly skilled creator of wedding cakes, Trudy put a Barbie in the center of a Bundt cake, then decorated the skirt with light yellow stars made from frosting. She also gave me a handmade pom-pom girl doll in high school, complete with RL, for Rice Lake—the city we later moved to—knit into the sweater. I still have it. 

Our days spent tromping through the back forty together are among my favorite memories from childhood. Much later, Trudy and I would be pregnant with our first babies at the same time, and I had visited with her, her sisters and her mom at my parents’ house in the fall. 

It was a devastating blow to learn that early the next year, when I was eight months pregnant, she had delivered a baby boy and then died shortly after of a brain aneurysm. She was beautiful through and through. 

On the farm, there was one chore that everyone pitched in on that I rather enjoyed: picking rock. We’d walk through the field en masse, picking up fairly good-sized rocks and placing them on the wagon that was rolling along with us. Seems the earth continually pushed these rocks to the surface over winter. 

Turns out, the field was sitting on a sizable reserve of very high-quality granite. The company who has since bought the mining rights has turned the back forty into a rock quarry. No one saw that coming. 

Then again, maybe we did. 
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​2 | “Hobo” in a sentence

Near our house in Barron was a dam that created a small body of water, just a widening of the Yellow River really, which was traversed in two places by a road and a railroad track. We lived along the road, not far away, and I have vivid memories related to this body of water. The first is that there was a peninsula we could walk to by way of a fairly large field directly behind our house. 

Just beyond that field were the railroad tracks, and if you followed the tracks west a short ways, you’d come to a peninsula in the Yellow River where, from time to time, my brothers and I would find evidence of fishing and cooking left behind by...wait for it...hobos. We had a kid-sized fascination with these hobos, as we called them, who apparently hopped off the trains and camped out on the peninsula. 

My mother wasn’t much for Halloween, so we were on our own to come up with costumes. More than once I followed my brothers’ lead and dressed myself up as a hobo. This costume involved a bandana folded around a wadded up shirt to make a pouch hanging from the end of a stick carried over the shoulder, and some black Magic Marker on the face to create a week-old beard. I guess we confused hobos with Tom Sawyer. Later, when my son Jackson was 10 or so, he took a shine to the word “hobo.” I joked that it was a good day if he could work “hobo” into a sentence. (Maybe it’s genetic?) 

As kids will do, we also put pennies on the track for the trains to flatten. One time, Pete had the great idea to put a large rock on the track in an attempt to knock the little railroad maintenance putt-putt off. It didn’t work, but it irritated the hell out of the putt-putt driver. 

He came after us on a run, the boys fast outpacing me and me panicked I would be snagged up from behind by the irate railroad worker. It’s said about bears that you don’t have to run faster than the bear, you just have to outrun your friend. As the kid-sister, I was the friend in that scenario. But in the end, we got away clean.

Speaking of making a run for it, the dam was one thing that genuinely scared me. There was a period of time when I walked home from school with my brothers instead of riding the bus—I was probably in kindergarten—and our route took us down the road that went over the top of the dam. There was a narrow walkway beside the road, caged in with boards and chain link fencing, and with a steel grate underfoot that was just above the raging waters of the dam. 

It was terrifying. 

So I would look both ways for cars and then go running down the middle of the road as fast as I could, bypassing that tunnel of death. 

On the other passage going over the widened Yellow River was the train trestle. I don’t recall whose brilliant idea it was to go with our babysitter and walk across that trestle, but I was even more scared doing that than walking above the dam. Not only did it seem fairly high above the water, I knew there were actually trains that used those tracks. I heard them all the time. In my defense, I only did that once.

No idea what they were hauling in those miles of train cars that passed behind our house, but on the road in front of our house there were lots and lots of trucks, with many of them carrying, of all things, turkeys. Barron is in fact home of one of the country’s biggest and best turkey-handling operations, now processing more than a million pounds of live flesh and feathers a day. But even back then, Jerome Foods was big industry in a small town.

So on my birthday, somewhere in the five-to-seven-year-old range, when my dad put together a scavenger hunt for me and my friends, it wasn’t really such an odd thing to include a white feather on the list of items to find. They were a dime a dozen in the ditch by the road.

The other standby games for birthday parties included guessing the number of Trix cereal pieces in a jar, and kneeling on a chair and then attempting to drop a clothespin from chest high into a Ball jar. 

It’s harder than it sounds. 
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​3 | Daddy sang bass

From what I understand, the complexion of this homogenous white-bread area has changed quite a bit in recent decades, owing to the availability of jobs at the turkey plant which support so many families in the region. Asians, Hispanics and Africans—including refugees from the civil war in Somalia—are now all part of what makes up the little burg of Barron. For me, until I got to college, I had only white kids for classmates. 

Racism, in hindsight, is something that can lie dormant in the soul, only surfacing when something comes along to wake it up. Growing up, though, it seemed a non-issue in my life. When everyone you live around has essentially the same color skin, it just never comes up. 

It’s interesting to realize, then, that when I got into high school, living in a farming community as we were, the students developed their own version of “racism.” It was the farmers vs. the jocks. The farmers wore a special jacket—a navy blue jean jacket made of a velvety soft material—emblazoned with their name and the Future Farmers of America (FFA) logo. The jocks had their letter jackets. Personally, I still have my letter sweater.

One year, when I was a junior or senior in high school, the farmers had had their fill of watching perky cheerleaders and strapping football or basketball players walk off with the crowns at prom. So they devised a catchy chant for their prom queen choice: “Debbie Prock, Debbie Prock, she’s a farmer, not a jock.” Repeat it over and over, loudly, at the pep rally, and you can guess who our queen was that year.

It’s entirely possible Debbie Prock was the most deserving person in our school to be elected queen. Or maybe she just had the best name for a chant. I was on the pom-pom squad, so I didn’t run in her circles. Actually, I wasn’t in her grade, and with 200 or so kids in each class, it’s not a complete surprise I had never heard of her. 

The point is, there was division and there was tension. I don’t recall any physical fights, although there probably were some, and I didn’t have any angst of my own in this battle. But later in life, I would need to take a good hard look at how fractures of “us-versus-them” lived in me, even though I was raised in a part of the world where we really did sing Kumbaya around a campfire. More than once.

While we lived in Barron, my parents were active singers in the Lutheran church choir, with my dad the choir director. My dad also sang bass in a barbershop quartet. Once a year, there was a barbershop choir concert, featuring numerous quartets and including at least one “big act” that came in from another region and sold their records during intermission. I still have one of them and if I still owned a record player, it could make for some fine entertainment. 

One year, all the children of the barbershop-singing dads were gathered into a choir and led onto the stage to sing the closing song, God Bless America. I was taken to rehearsals but didn’t understand what we were doing. This is my earliest recollection of the impact of, by and large, not being spoken to as a child. 

As I was being dressed for the concert, most likely done up using curlers in my hair, I still didn’t know where we were going or what we were doing. Walking up on stage, puzzle pieces starting falling together. Oh, this is what we’re doing. I just remember thinking, “Did everyone else know this was the plan?”
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The quartet my dad sang in was called the Butterchords, and they were quite good. John was lead, Don was tenor, Jim was baritone, and my dad sang bass. My dad arranged many of their songs and they practiced quite a lot. While never big-time, they did actually make a record, recording at least some of it in our living room. 
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My dad sang bass (second from right) in the Butterchords, a barbershop quartet. 

When all of our families went camping together, the quartet would gather around the fire and the entire campground would show up for the free concert. My favorite songs of theirs included Daddy Sang Bass, Just Looking and The Preacher and the Bear (listen). Over time, barbershop singing has disbanded and the world has lost something that was endearing and more than a little special. 

At Christmastime, our family joined with other families to go caroling in old folks’ homes. As a kid, I found the smell of those places hard to take, and seeing the aging people without all their faculties wasn’t easy. But I can now see that we were offering a gift that not many have experienced either giving or receiving. 

Even today, now into his 80s, my dad regularly plays tuba with a group of big-hearted men and women who offer live music to people in senior citizen’s centers not far from where I grew up. This is a charity that is far more valuable than money and is most assuredly being gratefully received. 
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We3 sang folk music at local gatherings for over four decades, 1972-2015. 

The other musical group that my dad formed and which endured for many decades was called We3. My dad sang bass and played the bass fiddle, Jim Sockness sang and played the tambourine and kazoo, and Don Ruedy sang and played the guitar and banjo. They would dress in matching outfits, back when white shoes and a white belt were in style, and I thought they were awesome. Their genre was folk music, and among my favorites was “Lizzy Borden,” originally sung by the Chad Mitchell Trio. It starts like this (listen): 


Lizzy Borden took an ax

And gave her mother forty whacks

And when the job was nicely done

She gave her father forty-one



Yesterday in old Fall River, Mr. Andrew Borden died

And they got his daughter Lizzie on a charge of homicide

Some folks say she didn't do it, and others say of course she did

But they all agree Miss Lizzie B. was a problem kind of kid



'Cause you can't chop your poppa up in Massachusetts

Not even if it's planned as a surprise

No you can't chop your poppa up in Massachusetts

You know how neighbors love to criticize



She got him on the sofa where he'd gone to take a snooze

And I hope he went to heaven 'cause he wasn't wearing shoes

Lizzie kind of rearranged him with a hatchet so they say

And then she got her mother in that same old-fashioned way



But you can't chop your momma up in Massachusetts

Not even if you're tired of her cuisine

No, you can't chop your momma up in Massachusetts

You know it's almost sure to cause a scene



Well, they really kept her hoppin' on that busy afternoon

With both down and upstairs chopping while she hummed a rag-time tune

They really made her hustle and when all was said and done

She'd removed her mother's bustle when she wasn't wearing one...
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​​4 | Underneath the beard

The old house we lived in was, I’ve been told, quite a dump when my parents bought it for the grand sum of $6500. (My mother cried—and they were not tears of joy—the first time my dad showed it to her.) I don’t think it’s a matter of comparing that sum to today’s dollars. No, it’s a reflection of how much work the place needed. But of course, I didn’t know any of that when I was a kid, and my parents had made good headway by the time my memories kick in. 

I had my own bedroom at the top of the stairs decorated with a few of those Big Eyes pictures they’ve made a movie about. Between my bedroom and my parents’ bedroom was a laundry chute for chucking dirty clothes down into the basement. Since it had access from both rooms, it created a fun obstacle course for my brothers and me to scoot across, going from one room to the other and thankfully never falling to the concrete floor far below. 

As an adult, I have learned that the reason I was so often huddled next to the heat register behind the chair in the living room is that the house didn’t actually have any heat ducts upstairs. While I make no claim to have walked five miles to school in the snow, uphill both ways, I did survive childhood wearing homemade mittens and with no heat in my bedroom. Forced to relive it, I would ask to at least be able to take my North Face gear with me. 
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We had a claw foot bathtub in the upstairs bathroom, long before they turned into a treasured throwback, and using a reel-to-reel tape deck set up in my brother’s bedroom, my dad would record a radio program that aired weekly. I was desperately curious about what he was doing, but of course if he put the microphone to my mouth and let me speak, I became shy and sounded like an addled idiot. Self-confidence was not my strong suit growing up. 

I learned about the birds and the bees from a record that was played for my brother Pete on the enormous console that housed the turntable and radio. Also, my mother gave piano lessons on the upright piano in the dining room. My breastfeeding stopped at 10 months, mostly because I was ready to be weaned, but also partly because my cries for food interfered with the piano lessons. 

My mother had been the church organist in Barron and, after moving to Rice Lake, she began playing the pipe organ at the Lutheran church. Sixty-some years later, she continues as church organist to this day.

Kindergarten, in the 1960s, was a half-day affair, which was a hassle for a family with two working parents. (When my own kids went off to kindergarten, I was grateful it went the whole day.) A plan was devised for me to spend the other half of the day at my friend Jill’s house. I’m not sure daycares even existed back then. 

Jill’s mother was kind to me but she was strict. I remember standing in the hallway as Jill got her mouth washed out with soap for talking back. This form of punishment has since been called out by parenting experts as being cruel, even child abuse, and not discipline. Back then though, it’s what was done. 

As life unfolded, I lost contact with Jill, but from time to time would get an update that she was struggling with anorexia. Years later, in 2008, while at a poetry retreat, I would write this poem about her:

Rough


When I was five,

I spent mornings with my friend.

Kindergarten was in the afternoon.



My friend’s name was Jill,

Just like mine.

Her hair was brown and mine was blonde.



A man at a store nicknamed us

Chocolate and vanilla. It stuck

Like the top of a cone dumped on a hot sidewalk.



I remember playing together in her basement.

She got a rock tumbler for Christmas

That turned rough, ugly agates into gems.



I was amazed.



In high school, my dad said he had seen Jill.

Blonde now and 

Skinny as a rail.



Later the update through my mother was:

Her mom didn’t know if she’d see 30,

Anorexic fifteen years by then.



Looking back, I recall other things, 

Like her mom washing her mouth out with soap

For talking back.



We were five.



I wonder if it’s possible to ruin a

Perfectly good rock

By tumbling it.



When I was eight, my mother was cleaning out the upstairs closet—probably while we were packing to move—when my brothers decided it was time for me to know the truth. Up until then, someone had been playing the part of Santa Claus every year, dressing up in a Santa suit and ho-ho-ho-ing in a booming bass voice as he sat us each on his knee and asked us what we wanted for Christmas. Who knows what I said—chances are I froze like a reindeer in headlights—but I do remember being able to see up underneath the fake beard. I was neither surprised nor disappointed, but just aware there was a man underneath that costume.

Most years, as Santa left out the back door of Grandma’s house, or wherever we were, the kids were herded to the front window where we would be forced to look in the sky for his departing sleigh. The grown-ups wouldn’t let up until we relented and said we saw it and heard the sleigh bells. I always found this highly annoying. I’m not sure if I was more disturbed that I couldn’t see and hear what they did, or that they made me admit I saw and heard something I didn’t. 

So as the closet was emptied of its contents, my brothers took it upon themselves to show me the box containing the Santa costume. I was floored. Dumbfounded, in fact. Sure, I knew there was a person under that suit, but I had no idea it was my own dad! 

I don’t actually recall the year my dad made an extra-Herculean effort to keep my brothers’ imaginations alive, but it’s a story worth telling, even if from hearsay. To show that the sleigh and reindeer did indeed fly off into the air from our backyard, he strapped two-by-fours, on edge, to the bottom of his feet. Then walking our dog Pepper between his legs, he shuffled his way through the snow from our house to the back end of the garage. When he got to the corner of the garage, he picked up the dog and jumped sideways to land behind the garage. (Later in life I learned that most people just put a half-eaten cookie or carrot by the fireplace on Christmas Eve and call it a night. Pikers.)

[image: ]

Parked on the other side of the garage was our camper, an egg-shaped thing painted half-green and half-white. We often camped not far up the road at Sleepy Hollow campground, which was nestled next to a charming little stream. 

At some point, my brother Jeff, a talented artist and craftsman, made a miniature camper for my Barbie out of a shoebox. The lid, on which he had drawn a window and a door, came off from the side, revealing a little table and bed inside. Even then, I could see how clever and creative it was. 

[image: Macintosh HD:Users:scottwisler:Dropbox:1 Phoenesse:12 Walker:Pictures for books:Pete, Jeff, Jill Camping.jpeg]

Me with Pete and Jeff, circa 1970, on Pete's birthday.

I actually had two Barbies to play with. One Barbie was the real deal, with blonde hair and the obligatory teeny, tiny waist. The other was what I called, at the time, a “mulatto”: A biracial doll of black and white descent. Her skin was a light tawny brown, her eyeshadow a lovely blue—à la Lieutenant Uhura on Star Trek—and her hair a helmet of tight black curls. One of her boobs was forever dented from when one of my brothers smacked her against a table. I have no idea where she came from. 

The real Barbie suffered a permanent injury when, after moving to Rice Lake, I took my dolls to my friend Julie’s house to play. Julie had a fabulous set of Barbie doll-sized horses (I was really too old for dolls by then, but I seriously liked those horses), and when I attempted to sit my Barbie on top of one of them, her hip joint snapped. She was never the same after that. 

We swam when we went camping, but I don’t actually remember learning to swim. With no other children living near us in Barron, from an early age I just tagged along with my brothers and did what they did. In many ways, this gave me a leg up on life. My mother never did learn to swim and it’s a gap that seems to have haunted her entire life. 

As a result, she expressed a lot of angst about our safety when swimming—although it was a widely accepted truth back then that you must wait one hour after eating to go swimming, else you’d get a leg cramp, sink like a rock, and drown—probably projecting her own fears onto us. But she couldn’t have done a thing to save us if she had wanted to. 

I do remember being signed up for swimming lessons at the Barron swimming area, which was located along a stretch of the Yellow River not far from downtown. I didn’t understand why everyone else in my class was acting afraid of the water since by then I had been swimming in even the deepest of the three swimming sections. Exasperated, the teacher tried to get us all to at least blow bubbles in the water. Well, no way I was doing that. “That’s stupid! I’m already jumping off the high dive,” I thought. 

Swimming lessons, then, were a bust. Which isn’t to say I was a very good swimmer. My own kids would later grow up swimming in pools, learning the proper form for breaststroke, backstroke, butterfly and freestyle, but I only knew how to get myself out to an inner tube in the middle of a lake. So I can do sidestroke, which isn’t really a thing, and an overhand crawl in which you keep your head above water so you can see where you’re going. As I was told, when you’re a lifeguard in a lake, you need to keep your eye on the prize; you can’t be putting your face underwater while you swim. 

My birthday falls at the end of May, so sometimes I would take a small group of friends to the cabin over Memorial Day weekend to celebrate it. (This was dicey, bringing friends to the cabin, not knowing what my dad’s condition would be.) It was always a badge of courage to go for a swim on my birthday weekend, considering that typically the ice had only melted off the lake a few weeks earlier. It basically felt like swimming in a giant tub of ice water. 

[Addendum of Sorts, from my mom about “...the house didn’t actually have any heat ducts upstairs.”: That was true, but there were ceiling registers that allowed heat to travel upward to the bedrooms upstairs, albeit not enough to get overly warm up there. This was quite common in those older houses.]
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​5 | It itches!

Northern Wisconsin is a hotbed of people who are handy and good at crafts, and my parents were champs. I remember pulling over along a roadside somewhere because my mother had spotted cattails that hadn’t yet exploded and gone to seed. We had those cattails as part of a decoration in our house for many years. I still think of her when I see fresh cattails somewhere. She once made a light for over our cabin’s kitchen table by painting a pattern on a cardboard ice cream bucket and cutting out little triangles for the light to shine through. Very crafty.

My dad was skilled like this too. One day, when the high school was upgrading to newer instruments, I watched my dad unload a couple of old drums, a saxophone and a clarinet from the back of our station wagon. With a clump of grapes falling from its bell (which later on, the family teased my mother about mercilessly), the saxophone looked sharp hanging on the dining room wall next to the clarinet. And the heavy old drums, my dad converted into coffee tables. I have one in my living room right now and it still gets lots of compliments. 

As a kid, I wore a lot of clothes my mother sewed for me. Seldom were they pink, as my mother didn’t care for that color. Some of my earliest memories are of Pete mocking me for crying and complaining, “It itches!” A yellow-and-black plaid wool dress comes to mind that I wore in second grade. (Today we have Smartwool, but back then we only had wool-wool.) Plus, my mother’s technique for capping short sleeves with elastic—to get a nice poof—was to wrap the elastic around my arm to get the length right, and then make it a half-inch shorter. There was a lot of elastic used and all of it bit into me. 

From the time she was young, my mother sewed her own clothes. She had been active in 4-H growing up, as were my brothers and me, and received many accolades for the quality of her work. She went to the State Dress Review in eighth grade, disappointed that she’d won on a simple cotton shirtwaist. She wished she’d won when she was older and could have sewn something more challenging. You only got to go to Milwaukee for the Dress Review one time. 

At 18 she won a trip to Chicago for 4-H Club Congress. That’s a six-hour road trip on today’s roads. Back then, that was a lot of hours on a train and a bus. Plus, she was chosen for the Wisconsin Home Economics Award—not just for sewing or canning, but overall home economics. It was the highest honor a girl could receive, with one candidate chosen from each state.

Both exciting and scary, they stayed in the ritzy downtown Hilton and dressed in their best attire, complete with hats, for various elaborate banquets and affairs. There was much sewing in preparation for the trip and my mother had a wonderful time. At one dinner, held on top of the Sears Building and attended by the executives’ wives, they were served Cornish hens, which my mother and most of the rest of the girls had never eaten before. 

“It’s a shame,” my mother commented, “they had to kill those baby chickens.”

The wife of the Sears president, who was sitting at her table, carried on seamlessly without a comment. As my mother recalls the scene, realizing in hindsight how the woman must have wanted to laugh out loud, she thinks, “God bless her.”

The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, and I would go on to sew most of my own clothes while in high school. (Without thinking, I once told a hairdresser to trim off five-eighths of an inch, a standard unit of measure for sewing seams. “Excuse me?” she’d said.) I sewed on an Elna sewing machine my mother had won years before in a sewing competition sponsored by Herberger’s, an area department store. 

Twenty or so years later, when I was in high school, Herberger’s would host another sewing contest. My mother worked hard at sewing a special outfit for the competition, but in the end, unsatisfied with
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Part Two | More Childhood, Adolescence; Rice Lake (1971-1981)
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​6 | I shipped the team today
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​7 | Why do you have that?
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​8 | Bubblegum, bubblegum
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​9 | Farm & Fleet boots
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​10 | Colorful plastic monkeys
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​11 | We had a one-holer





































































My Life, by Charlie Sanders, circa 2005 (~age 12)
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​12 | Run Beautiful
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​13 | They noticed your grades!
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​14 | Spectacular in math





Acrostic Poem by Charles Sanders, circa 2002 (~age 9)























The Adventures of Willard P. Huggins


Willard P. Huggins | Story One (of Three)
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​15 | You did what?!
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​16 | But girls,...



I was Number 15 on the Rice Lake High School Freshmen Girls' Basketball team, and I was not very good.
























​[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

​17 | Get cool!



























PROPOSED CURFEW FOR JILL
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​18 | What letters? What wall?


































Part Three | College; Eau Claire (1981-1985)
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​19 | Here’s some $



































































​[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

​20 | White pointies
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​21 | Cranking A Chorus Line
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​22 | Move over, Swanny
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​23 | Parlodel worked
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​24 | Best advice I never took










Part Four | Fortune 500 Jobs; Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Chicago, Atlanta (1985-1989)
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​25 | The Elopement Capital

















	Jill & Scott driving to Elkton, Maryland
“Should we / Shouldn’t we?”

	Trying to find courthouse
“No, that can’t be it.”

	Inside courthouse, running down the hall to find judge.
“Jees, Scott, it’s 10 minutes to 12:00 and this place closes at noon. Hurry!”

	Meet scrub woman in the hall who won’t let them past her mop.
“You guys think you’re going to get married? You can’t get through here.” Then she laughs and shoos them thru with her mop. 

	They find the judge who doesn’t know if he had time tomorrow (had married 26 couples today) but tells them to come back tomorrow and stand in line.



	Jill & Scott in line—nervous
Pretend to be talking with the old couple behind them who are really nervous. 

	Judges Secretary comes out and calls, “No. 11. Come on, we can’t waste all day.” (She’s a dingy blonde, chewing gum.)

	Into Judge’s Chambers. He asks if they have witnesses with them. No. So he calls secretary and tells her to round up her boyfriend (real creep)

	Judge—“Do you take this woman...You may kiss the bride.” Boyfriend of secretary beats the groom to the kissing of the bride. Secretary and boyfriend get into fight. Bride and groom leave “kissy-kissy”
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​26 | This is winter
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​27 | Rhymed with camel





































Part Five | Advertising Jobs, Family; Atlanta (1989-1998)
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​28 | Change your playgrounds
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​29 | I’d have no roofers
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​30 | The cat chewed the thing up
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​31 | Hey, where’s my stocking?
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​32 | They meant well
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​33 | That’s odd
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​34 | Little Five Points t-shirt






















My Mother, My Egg
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​35 | You also have whiplash




































Part Six | Marcom, Pathwork; Atlanta (1998-2014)
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​36 | Tell me about a time
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​37 | Polybutylene plumbing
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​38 | Brotherly love
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​39 | 3 Free Bee Kills





































Handmade Birthday Card, from Jackson Sanders, circa 2012 (~age 17)
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​40 | This explains some things
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​41 | A lot of Easter eggs
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​42 | Who cooks for youuuu?






























Part Seven | Spiritual Writing, Teaching; Richmond, Washington DC, Western NY (2014–2018)
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​43 | I heard the nickel drop
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​44 | Why don’t you drink?



Sour Grapes by Charles Sanders, circa 2002 (~age 9)
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​45 | Fingernail clippers
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​46 | Too much to lose














Three R’s of Learning from Online Dating
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​47 | I started reading labels
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​48 | Little Switzerland






Bitter Sweet
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​49 | Loves to clean


Mom































My Mother



































​[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

​50 | A parting gift

























​Epilogue





























​​Timeline

Part One | Childhood; Barron (1963–1971)







Part Two | More Childhood, Adolescence; Rice Lake (1971–1981)









































































Part Three | College; Eau Claire (1981–1985)















Part Four | Fortune 500 Jobs; Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Chicago, Atlanta (1985–1989)






























Part Five | Advertising Jobs, Family; Atlanta (1989–1998)








































Part Six | Marcom, Pathwork; Atlanta (1998–2014)












































































Part Seven | Spiritual Writing, Teaching; Richmond, Washington DC, Western NY (2014–2018)

















































































​​Continue the Journey
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Original Pathwork lectures
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Thousands of Pathwork Q&As organized by topic
www.theguidespeaks.com



What is Phoenesse®?




Pathwork teachings in modern language
www.phoenesse.com



​​​​​More from Phoenesse





The Real.Clear. 7-book series






























The Self.Care. 3-book series







[image: ]










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e ——

A MEMOIR

L
L
(52
O
=7
—
-
=






d2d_images/image020.jpg





d2d_images/image062.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image054.png





d2d_images/image044.jpg





d2d_images/image066.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image069.jpg





d2d_images/image004.png





d2d_images/image048.jpg
Walker





d2d_images/image009.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image018.png
Dear Santo. Claus,

[Sact o Shctohydall
End 3" Dawn i TP
oy b an g






