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Where does imagination end and 
reality begin?  In her second volume 
of short stories, a continuation 
of Connections Across Time, 
M.J.  Sherman blurs the lines 
between the inner and outer self, 
between the past and the present.

Letters from the past change 
the present reality, a snow globe 
shakes up the world, and an old 
woman touches a life and then 
vanishes.

� ese stories of a disconcerting 
holiday journey, emotional trauma, 
remorse, and unexpected healing 
take the reader from tears to 
chuckles.
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1

The Old Woman

The night was clear and dark, the moon, a sliver 
hanging low in the night sky.  The stars, although 
myriad, were glimmering weakly, unlike the sharp, 
unblurred points of light visible from my Colorado 
home.

I was walking along the road through the center 
of the small, quaint town in which I had spent my 
youth.  There was only one lonely streetlight on the 
north side of the road, in front of the bank.

I stepped out of the dim circle of light cast upon 
the broken asphalt.  I glanced down, looking for the 
safest way around the rough patches of pavement.  
Just as I came out of the faint ring of light, I glanced 
up, and there she stood: an old woman wearing a 
faded dress covered by a long, threadbare woolen coat 
with a scraggly fur collar and what once had been fur 
cuffs.  Her shoes were shabby, the leather cracked, the 
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soles broken and worn.  Her hair was pulled back in a 
bun and covered with a tattered and faded black hat.

She stood leaning on a cane, one gnarled hand 
gripping it hard enough to turn her knuckles white.  
She had her back to me.  There was something oddly 
familiar about her.  I couldn’t imagine why that 
should be, but nonetheless, I felt as if I knew her, even 
though I couldn’t see her clearly.

As I stood there wondering, she turned and beck-
oned to me.  I felt drawn to follow her, but something 
kept my feet stuck to the ground.

Our eyes met and held for a moment, then her 
hand dropped; she turned away from me again, and 
vanished.

I had come here for no other reason than to see if 
the town had changed over the years.  My expecta-
tion was to stay only long enough to find out if it was 
as I remembered it, to see if our house was still there.  
Though I had no idea why, as I had no fond memories 
of it, or any reason to come back, it pulled me to itself.

The town looked and smelled much as it had 
when I lived here. The vintage buildings had not been 
replaced or renovated.  The faint smell of molasses 
from the grain elevator still floated in the air.  I had 
been gone for 15 years. Despite my lonely childhood, 
I had felt a need to come back, if only for a short time.
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I went first to the city park.  There was the band 
shell, where I had spent untold hours alone with my 
books and my imagination.  Actually, it wasn’t the 
band shell itself that evoked the nostalgia, but the 
area beneath the stage.  The area could be accessed 
through an unhinged section of lattice on the south 
side of the structure. The rest of the base was vertical 
wood slats.

I stooped and crept into the space.  I was a grown 
woman now, but the child in me was immediately 
back hiding from the big, bad world that I wanted to 
escape.  This rough octagon still made me feel safe.  It 
had been more of a home to me than the house that 
Lucille and I lived in.

After my father left, Lucille just gave up.  She 
couldn’t see any reason to even get up in the morn-
ing, much less take care of a small, bewildered child, 
especially one who reminded her, every day of the 
man who had walked out on her.

Lucille and I moved to New Holstein after we were 
forced to leave the house that my father had mort-
gaged.  He had been unable to refinance it after his 
gambling finally caught up with him.  Lucille packed 
up the few necessary items that we needed to survive 
and started driving.   There was no reassurance that 
our lives would be any better when we arrived at 
wherever our destination might be.
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I guess Lucille just drove until she got tired of 
going farther.  “This is where we stop,” she announced 
abruptly.  “I’ve driven as far as I can.”

I will never forget that trip.  I was only five, though 
smart enough and tall enough to pass for seven.  We 
stopped only for gas and food, or when I simply 
couldn’t go one more mile without a bathroom break.  
We didn’t stop at restaurants or diners.  We stopped 
at gas stations and bought only what I could find  
while Lucille was in the bathroom.

I have no memory of the town we came from or 
the house we had lived in.  I only remember the litter 
on the floor of the car, the way the vehicle was perme-
ated with stale cigarette smoke.

Our move was a silent one.  Lucille and I couldn’t 
find anything to talk about that would make our lives 
better or the present more bearable.

I had already lost my father, and when my mother 
finally broke the silence, I knew I had lost her too.

She announced that I was not to call her Mom, or 
Mother, or Ma.  She would be just Lucille from now 
on.  She would provide what she could in the way of 
meals, and she’d see that I had a roof over my head, 
but I should not expect more that that.  It was all she 
could or would do.

I dragged myself to school most days, but some-
times I just couldn’t face the embarrassment and the 
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snide comments of my classmates.  I often had no 
clean clothes to wear and no lunch money or food to 
take with me.

As I grew older, I learned to put my head down 
and push through whatever problems arose.  I was 
a good enough student that, even though I missed a 
fair amount of school, I got through it all at the head 
of my class.  Valedictorian, but miserable.

When I turned 14, I procured a couple of part-
time jobs that allowed me to buy clothes at the thrift 
shop.  Mrs. Johnson, the owner, often gave me an 
extra discount on the already low-cost clothing.  She 
said that she couldn’t afford to hire me, but that if I 
would like to help her after school, I could have my 
choice of the clothing before it was put out on the 
racks.

I also dusted and scrubbed floors at the grocery 
store.  Mr. Bertram usually sent me home with food 
that was nearing it’s expiration date.  He often had a 
heel of meat that was too small to sell or was on the 
verge of spoiling.

One day, after I had worked at the grocery store 
for almost 6 months, Mr. Bertram asked if I would 
like to take on more responsibility. “You’re such a 
good worker that I would like to hire you.  I can’t pay 
you very much, but I sure could use the help.”

“But you’re already paying me. You’re giving me 
food.”  His reply surprised and humbled me. “Your 
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working here means I can go  home and spend time 
with my family, and I’m happy to pay you for that.”

I never earned a lot of money, but I made enough 
to keep some food in the refrigerator.  Lucille bestirred 
herself enough to eat what I brought home, which 
meant I still didn’t get enough to eat.

When I turned 17, I made a decision: I was leaving 
New Holstein.  There was no reason for me to remain.  
I decided to buy a bus ticket to whatever city was at 
the limit of what I could afford.

When I got to the grocery store the next day, I told 
Mr. Bertram that I would be leaving soon.  He said he 
would be sorry to lose me, but he understood.

On my last day, as I was putting on my coat to 
leave the store, he handed me an envelope.  I thanked 
him, but I didn’t open it immediately.  I left the store 
and headed to the bandshell.

As I settled into my private place, I began to 
wonder if I had made the right decision. My hands 
shook as I opened the envelope.

Inside was a single sheet of paper—and fifty dol-
lars!  For just a moment I wanted to jump up and 
down and yell, letting the whole town know that I 
really was worthwhile and appreciated.  The letter 
was short, but it made me happy.
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Dear Mickey,

I hope this will help you on your journey.  I’m sorry 
to lose you, but I’m pleased that you are going to look 
for a better life.  You deserve it.  Please remember, you’re 
always welcome to come back to the store.  There will 
always be a job here for you.

J. L. Bertram

In that moment, I knew that I would make it on 
my own. 

The next morning I was at the thrift store when 
Mrs. Johnson arrived to open up.

I dug through the racks and found several dressy 
pairs of slacks and two pairs of jeans, a couple of good 
blouses, some t-shirts, and shoes.  I plopped them all 
down on the counter and dug into my pocket for the 
money I had gathered up for traveling.

Mrs. Johnson folded all of the clothes, put the 
shoes in the bottom of the bag, the clothing on top, 
and came around from behind the counter with an 
empty bag under her arm.  She took my hand and led 
me back to the racks where she started taking clothes 
off hangers.  Once or twice she paused, looked closely 
at me, took an item from the rack, held it up in front 
of me and either shook her head and put it back, or 
indicated that I should put it in the bag with the other 
things.
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 When she was satisfied with the clothes, she took 
me to the shoe section and indicated several pairs that 
I should try on.

 By the time she was finished, I had two paper 
grocery bags full of clothes and another bag that con-
tained two more pairs of shoes and a week’s worth of 
underwear.  I stood there for a moment, embarrassed, 
and said, "But Mrs. Johnson, I don’t have enough 
money for all of this.”  She looked at me and smiled.  
“You don’t owe me anything, Mickey.  These are my 
way of saying thank you for all of the work you did 
for me.  And don’t argue.  You’re going to need decent 
clothes if you’re going to find a good job in the big city.

“Please, Mickey, let me do this for you” 

I didn’t know whether to cry or laugh, so I wiped 
at the tears pooling in the corners of my eyes, smiled 
and hugged Mrs. Johnson.  As I turned toward the 
door with my bags, I saw a suitcase on a shelf near 
the entrance.  It was twice the size of the one I had at 
home, and it looked almost new.

I walked back to the counter, dug $7.00 out of my 
pocket, and said, “This is for the suitcase over there,” 
then turned and walked out the door.

The last two days had been amazing.  I now had 
enough money to travel to wherever I decided and 
clothes enough to get me there.  Despite my life with 
Lucille, I recognized that there were good people in 
this world. 
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As I walked toward the bus station with my new 
suitcase, I noticed a woman standing in the shadows.  
I hesitated a moment; she seemed familiar in some 
way.  As I stood mulling this over, she disappeared.  I 
didn’t know if she had stepped deeper into the shad-
ows, if she had walked away while I was pondering 
her familiarity, or if she had simply vanished.  I shook 
my head to clear it, looked around, and, not seeing her 
anywhere, headed through the door into the station 
and my new life.

 I approached the ticket window, and looked at 
the list of destinations, wondering which one I should 
choose.  As I scanned the destination board, the name 
of one city appeared to glow: Bayfield, Colorado.  It 
danced and shimmered in front of my eyes, as if 
trying to attract my attention.  I had enough money 
for a ticket to Bayfield.  As soon as I made the deci-
sion, the lettering ceased its glimmering.  I guessed I 
had just chosen the city where I would be living for 
the next several years, at least.

As I seated myself in the departure section of the 
depot, I saw the old woman again.  This time there 
appeared on her face a flicker of a smile and a nod of 
approval.  She was beginning to freak me out.  I never 
knew when I would look up and see the old woman 
standing near me.  Who was she, and what did she 
want?  I’d always escaped into my imagination from 
my unpleasant situation, but this seemed so very real.  
Maybe I needed counseling.  Or maybe this was just 
some crazy old lady who lived on the outskirts of town 
as a hermit.
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Just then the loudspeaker announced the arrival 
of the bus that would take me to my new home.  The 
next three days were long and arduous.  I spent most 
of the trip looking out the window.  The scenery hur-
tling by had me mesmerized.  At times it seemed to 
change in the blink of an eye, at other times there 
were only endless green fields and cows.  But to me it 
was all fascinating.

After spending my life in a small town in the 
Midwest, never traveling more than 40 miles from 
home, to the big city of Fond du Lac, this trip across 
the country was exciting.  It was also scary!  I’d never 
even been to Milwaukee, let alone a neighboring state.  
Each time the bus stopped to pick up or drop off pas-
sengers, I got out and wandered around the town or 
city we were in.  I always asked the bus driver how 
long we would be at this depot.  He usually said, “I’ll 
be pulling her out of here in 30 minutes on the dot!”  I 
knew that if I was a few minutes late, he would find a 
reason to hold the bus for me.

The first driver was Harold.  His voice was stern, 
but there was always a twinkle in his eyes and a slight 
upward curve to his lips when he spoke to me.  I wasn’t 
worried about traveling alone.  I knew that Harold 
would look after me.

When we left Wisconsin and headed west toward 
Colorado, I had no idea where exactly we were going.  
I had studied geography in school, of course, but 
seeing a place on a map and actually going there were 
completely different things.
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 We traveled through Iowa and Nebraska, then 
dropped southwest toward Bayfield.

Iowa was very much like Wisconsin, with trees and 
fields and cows.  I asked whoever was driving this leg 
of the trip what was planted in the fields and the reply 
was, “Well, far as I know it’d be corn and maybe some 
wheat or alfalfa.”  Yup!  Just like Wisconsin, except the 
cows at home were mostly dairy cows, and these were 
mostly beef cattle.

Nebraska was different.  There were more open 
grasslands with broad vistas.  I found it to be a bit 
scary—no trees and hills to make one feel protected 
from the outside world.

My travels ended when the last driver (I think this 
one’s name was Eddy) shook me awake and said this 
was the end of the road for me; we were in Bayfield, 
Colorado.

I didn’t know how long I had been asleep, but I 
woke to a whole new world.  I was surrounded by 
nothing but huge mountains and trees.  And the trees 
were mostly evergreens, not sugar maples.

I stumbled off the bus, a little giddy from the high 
elevation.  Eddy hauled my suitcase out of the luggage 
compartment, waved, and drove away.

There I stood in front of a small old, grocery store, 
wondering what on earth I had done, coming to a 
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place where I knew no one, with no idea what to do 
next.

I turned around and gazed at the building before 
me.  I was just rooted in place, immobilized by uncer-
tainty, when I felt a something nudge me, give me a 
little push toward the door.  Looking back over my 
shoulder, I saw a shadow flicker, and again felt a push.  
I thought it must be the mountain wind.  But a closer 
look revealed the old woman, my old woman, nodding 
and gesturing toward the door.  I turned my head  to 
look at the store, and when I glanced back, she was 
not there.

I hesitated a moment longer, and just as I had 
decided to head in a different direction, she pushed 
me through the door.

I stepped inside, set my suitcase down beside the 
door and began to wander down the first aisle.  When 
I came back up the next one, the shopkeeper looked 
up, nodding his head, and asked if there was some-
thing he could help me find.

“Yes sir.  My name is Mickey.  I just got off the bus, 
and I’m looking for a place to stay.  Just a room would 
be sufficient.  If you know of a room that’s available, 
I’d appreciate it.”

He looked at me for just a moment, then smiled 
and said, “Young lady, I think I know just the place for 
you.  Give me a minute, and I’ll call Hester.  I think 
she’d have a room for you.”
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I was wandering around, looking at what was 
available in the small, rickety old store, when the 
shopkeeper called to me.  “Mickey, you’re in luck.  
Hester has a room available and would be happy to 
show it to you.  Turn left when you leave the store, 
take another left at the corner; it will be a big, gaudy 
house, the third on the right.  Number 27.  Could I 
offer you an ice cream cone or a soda?”

“Thank you, sir, a soda would taste very good right 
now.”  I pulled my wallet out of my purse, took out a 
dollar, and laid it on the counter.  He pushed it back to 
me and shook his head.

“No, miss, this one’s on the house.”  I started to 
argue that it wasn’t necessary, that I could afford to 
buy it.  He just got a soda out of the cooler, handed it 
to me, and replied.  “She said you had been on a bus 
for 3 days and could use a cold drink.”

“How did Hester know that I had been on a long 
bus ride?”

“Not Hester.  The old woman who came in with you.”

I nearly fainted on the spot.  I felt my knees go 
wobbly and grabbed the edge of the counter in an 
effort to connect with reality.  She had come into the 
store, showed herself to the shopkeeper, and she’d told 
him I was thirsty!

Who was this old woman, and why had she fol-
lowed me here?  This is eerie and unsettling.
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I thanked the grocer, picked up my suitcase, and 
stepped out the door.  I stood in the bright summer 
sun, under the bluest sky I had ever seen, shaking so 
badly that I thought I might fall.  I shook my head 
to clear it, turned left, and found my way to Hester’s 
house.

It was a huge two-story house, and—good grief!—
it was painted lavender with pink shutters!  But beg-
gars can’t be choosers, and it was the only place avail-
able, so I’d just have to pretend that the color didn’t 
make me sick, and hope that Hester would rent me a 
room.  And that I could afford the room.

Almost before I knocked, the door flew open.  
There stood what could only be described as the quint-
essential grandma, a plump woman with a flour-sack 
apron over her brightly colored, flowered, housedress.  
Her hands were covered with flour, and there was a 
substantial smudge of it on her nose as well.

The aroma wafting from her kitchen was absolutely 
heavenly!  I thought it was apple pie, but I wouldn’t 
swear to it.  I had never smelled fresh-baked pie of any 
kind before.  I smiled at Hester, trying not to drool.

“Hello, ma’am.  My name is Mickey.  The man 
at the grocery store called about my renting a room 
from you?”

“Yes, Mickey.  William said he’d be sending you 
over here.  I happen to have one room available.  It’s 
odd.  The man who was in it suddenly decided that 
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he would be moving on.  He had rented the room for 
six months, but he left after only two weeks without 
taking a refund.  So the room is already paid for.  If 
you’re planning to stay for a while, the room won’t 
cost you a penny.”

Oh no, I’m sure that the old woman arranged this!  
This couldn’t be coincidence.  She made this happen.

“Come in, Mickey.  I’ll show you the room.  I hope 
it’s adequate.  I haven’t had the time to redecorate yet, 
but I’ll get to it next week.  In the meantime, the sheets 
are clean, and the room has been aired out.  Would 
you like some apple pie?  I just took it out of the oven.  
Run upstairs, first door on the right, and get settled 
in.  When you come back down, the pie will be ready 
to eat.

Run along now. Oh, there are towels in the linen 
closet in the bathroom.  You may use the blue ones.”

I wasn’t sure what to say.  I had never experienced 
such kindness.  I went upstairs to the first room on the 
right.  It was huge!  Bigger than the combined kitchen 
and living room in Lucille’s house.  I tossed the suit-
case on the bed.  (It was a double bed!)  I dug out some 
clean clothes, then went searching for the bathroom.

Everything in it was outdated, the linoleum had 
more than a few worn spots, and there was a chip 
in the porcelain sink, but everything was spotlessly 
clean.  I found the blue towels, big and soft, not like 
the thin, cheap, flimsy ones Lucille always bought.
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I filled the tub with hot water and sank down into 
it.  The bar of soap was brand new and smelled like 
lilacs.  I hoped Hester wouldn’t mind that I used her 
new soap.

I was so cozy and warm that I dozed off in the 
tub.  I jerked awake.  I had been in the tub for a half 
hour!  I jumped out, pulled the plug, and dried off.  I 
dressed quickly, wiped out the tub, hung my towel up 
to dry, and hurried downstairs, following the delight-
ful smells to the kitchen.

Hester turned when I entered the room.  She gave 
close scrutiny to what I was wearing: my new jeans, 
my light blue cotton shirt, and my new sandals.  I 
guess I passed muster because she smiled and nodded 
towards the table.  There were three metal chairs 
pushed in neatly around the oval table, which was 
covered with a bright yellow-and-white checked oil-
cloth.  A vase full of pink roses sat in the middle of 
the oilcloth.

I pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Did you find everything all right?  I hope the 
room is suitable.  It was my daughter’s when she lived 
here.”

“Yes, ma’am.  It’s very comfortable.  And bigger 
than any I’ve ever seen!” I blurted out.  I hope it’s all 
right that I took a bath.  It felt so good and so relaxing.  
Oh— I used the new bar of soap I found in the soap 
dish.  I will buy a new one if you want me to.”
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“No, I put it out especially for you.  I hope you 
like lilac soap.  It’s my favorite.  I always buy it, unless 
someone wants something different.  And my name is 
Hester.   You needn’t be always sayin’ ma’am like you 
were hired help or something.

If I’m being nosy, just tell me and I’ll shut up.  Do 
you have a job, or will you be needing one?  My son, 
Matt, works in Durango.  He could probably get you 
in at the Mexican restaurant where he works.  I think 
I heard him say they were looking for a new hostess.  
The last one quit to get married; her baby was due, and 
they figured they’d better tie the knot before it came.”

I just sat there at the table, listening to her rattle 
on, when I realized she had said something about a job 
and her son.

“I’m sorry ma’am— I mean, Hester, I guess I drifted 
off for a moment.  I don’t want to seem rude, but it’s so 
nice to be off that bus.  Did you say something about 
a job?  I’m going to need one if I want to stay here.  
I don’t have any kind of transportation, but I guess I 
could always hitchhike.”

“Oh Lordy, child, you can’t do that, it’s too dan-
gerous!  I said my son, Matt, works at a restaurant in 
Durango and their hostess just quit.  No loss there in 
my opinion!  He could take you with him tomorrow 
when he goes to work, and you could see about the job.  
It pays well, and comes with uniforms.  Or if that isn’t 
to your liking, there are lots of stores always looking 
for dependable help.
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As she finished talking, she plopped down a plate 
of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans, 
with a basket of still-warm, freshly-baked rolls, and 
tall icy glasses of tea.  She placed another plate on the 
table just as the kitchen door opened to admit the most 
handsome man I had ever seen.  He was about 5 foot 8 
inches tall, had dark, almost black, curly hair, eyes the 
color of the sky on a clear day, and a boyish grin on his 
face.  As Hester set down another glass of tea, he strode 
further into the kitchen, grabbed Hester around the 
waist and started dancing around the room with her.  
Both were laughing as they whirled around.

Matt caught sight of me, sitting in the chair with 
my mouth hanging open and a look of amazement on 
my face.

“Whassa matter, haven't you ever seen anyone 
dance around just for happiness’ sake?”

It was said in jest, an expression of amusement on 
his face.

“No, I haven’t,” I said quietly.  “It was just Lucille 
and me, and she never danced, or laughed.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.  That was rude of me.  You must 
be Mickey.”  He stuck out his hand.  “Hi, I’m Matt.  
Have you tried that fried chicken yet?  It’s the best 
you’ve ever had, or I’ll eat my hat.”

I looked at his merry face, punctuated by the twin-
kle in his eyes, and burst out laughing.  “Well, you’d 
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better grab that hat and start eating.  You may want 
to put gravy on it.  I’ve never had fried chicken, so I 
wouldn’t know if it was the best or not.”

The smile faded from his lips, and the twinkle dis-
appeared from his eyes.  “I guess I’d better stop talk-
ing.  I seem to be putting my size nines in my mouth 
today.  I was just excited because I got a promotion at 
work today.  I’m now the day-shift manager.”

“Oh, then I guess I don’t have to apply for the host-
ess job, since I have an “in” with the manager.”

He looked at me for a short moment, then the 
twinkle reappeared, and the most beautiful laugh 
filled the kitchen.  He sat down and started chowing 
down on the food his mother had set on the table when 
he walked in.

“Eat it while it’s hot, best that way.”  I looked up 
from my plate.  Matt’s eyes were boring into me like 
drills.  There was a strange, caring look on his face, 
then the whisper of a smile, before he took another 
bite of his chicken.

The three of us spent the evening talking.  At about 
ten, Matt left and Hester and I went upstairs.  Hester 
had given me an alarm clock, and I set it for 6:00 a.m.  
I didn’t have to be ready until about 7:30, but I wanted 
to put all my things away, and I wanted to walk to the 
store before I left for what would be my first day of 
work, if I were hired.
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William was just opening the store when I got 
there, and we walked through the door together.  I 
picked up a small basket, and began to collect some 
things I needed.  As I reached the counter, Matt 
arrived.

“Don’t worry about food; you get that at the res-
taurant.  All your food is free.”

“That’s all well and good, but I don’t have the job 
yet.  I’ll have to have an interview with the manager 
first.”

“Don’t worry, Mickey,” he chuckled.  “I know the 
manager very well.  He’ll hire you.”

“But he doesn’t know if I can even do the job yet.  
And I don’t know myself if I can do it, or if I even 
want it.

We looked at each other and broke into easy 
laughter. 

I took my things back to the house, and Matt and I 
made the twenty-mile drive to Durango.  He pointed 
out the local landmarks and told me about some inter-
esting things to do, before we pulled up beside a brick 
building on Main Street.  As we rounded the corner, 
I saw the sign for Pancho’s Villa.  When we stepped 
through the door, I found myself inside a bar, really 
more of an Old West saloon, called Pancho’s. I turned 
to look at Matt, a question in my eyes.
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 “It’s downstairs, there’s another entrance to the 
restaurant.  I just wanted you to see this.  Lots of 
people come to the bar for drinks, then go downstairs 
to eat.  Part of your job will be to get them down there 
when their table is ready.”

“Does that mean I’ve got the job?”

“I’ll recommend you for it.  I think the manager 
will listen to me.  Consider yourself hired. “

We clattered down the steps, laughing.

Pancho’s Villa looked like it had been picked up 
lock, stock, and barrel from a Mexican village and 
tucked into the room under the bar.  It was a bona 
fide Mexican cantina.

Matt and I worked together five days a week.  That 
led to dating, and dating led to marriage.  I’d lived in 
Bayfield five years when Matt and I bought Pancho’s 
Villa.  We were a great team, and people flocked to 
the restaurant.  People liked me, actually liked the 
girl who had been an outcast in high school.  But still, 
there was an unresolved ache in my heart, just under 
the surface.

Matt and I were successful, and we sold the restau-
rant five years later.  It was at that point that I decided 
I would like come back to New Holstein.  I don’t know 
why I could possibly want to return to a place that, 
except for a very few people, held nothing but unhap-
piness and bad memories.  Nonetheless, I felt a need 
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to return.  So Matt and I packed up the car, kissed 
Hester goodbye and drove off to Wisconsin, camping 
along the way.

This time, I was seeing the country from a car, not 
from a bus.  We took all the time we wanted, doing lots 
of sightseeing and shopping in far too many tourist-
traps, where we bought silly, cheesy things. We acted 
like young newlyweds.

Then when we got here, to this little town in Wis-
consin, my mood changed dramatically.  I felt excited, 
nervous, happy, sad and angry, each  emotion fighting 
with the others to come to the forefront of my mind. 

As we drove into New Holstein, I realized that I 
had tears running down my cheeks.  I looked to see if 
there was anything left from my childhood.  All of a 
sudden I saw it.

“Matt, stop the car.  That’s where I worked when I 
lived here.  I have to see if Mr. Bertram is still there.“

Matt got out, came around and opened my door, 
as he always did, and then, when we reached the store, 
he opened that door too.  I nodded at him and smiled, 
our way of acknowledging little acts of kindness in 
the other.

I stopped in my tracks, and Matt bumped into me.  
There behind the counter stood the man who had 
given me the confidence I needed to make a life for 
myself.
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“Excuse me, I’m inquiring about a job.  Would you 
have one available?

He looked up from the papers he had been perus-
ing.  I saw his face go from questioning, to disbelief, 
to joy.

“Oh my gosh!  Is that you, Mickey?  I can’t believe 
it.  You came back.  I was afraid you had gone out of 
our lives for good.  I told you that there would always 
be a place for you here.  You and your— husband?”   
He looked at the wedding band on my finger and 
smiled from ear to ear.  “You are both welcome here 
any time.” 

“We’d like to have you come by for supper, if you 
would. There’s so much I’d like to ask you.”

I looked at Matt and he smiled at me.  I knew that 
my acceptance of Mr. Bertram’s invitation would be 
fine with him.

“Thank you, Mr. Bertram, that would be wonder-
ful, but could we make it tomorrow night?  I'd like to 
wander around town and see if the past is still here 
or if everything is gone.  Besides, I’m sure your wife 
would like a heads-up before we descend upon her 
quiet, ordered household.”

He stepped around the counter, shook hands with 
Matt and folded me into the biggest, friendliest, most 
wonderful hug I had received in a long time.
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“Tomorrow evening will be fine.  How about six 
o’clock.  Of course, you want to see the town.  I’ll tell 
Mrs. B that you’re here.  She’ll be thrilled to see you 
again.

We checked in at the motel.  Somehow, sensing my 
need for healing, Matt said I should just go and do 
whatever I needed to do.  He would be here when I 
got back.

It was coming up on dark when I left the motel.  I 
hadn’t been sure if I should be wandering around town 
by myself after dark, but I had to do this.  After my visit 
to my secret hiding place under the band shell, my feet 
started moving of their own volition; they propelled 
me down the street, independent of my will.  I realized 
that I was headed to my childhood house.

I didn’t think of it as my home.  It had never been 
a home to me.  It was just the place I slept and where 
Lucille expected me to be.

The house was still there, and although it seemed 
impossible, it was in even worse condition than when 
we moved into it.

I didn’t go up to the house.  I didn’t care to see it 
again.  I remembered exactly what it was like to be 
there.  I wasn’t even curious to see if Lucille was still 
around.

I turned and headed down the street.  I stopped 
beneath the lone streetlight to look around.  The 
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night was clear and dark.  And there she was, the old 
woman!  As I stood there, she turned and beckoned. 

Why was she here?  Who was this old woman?  
Who was she?  Was she Lucille, trying to help me after 
all these years, or an ancestor—the ghost of a grand-
mother, perhaps—, or just my inner self, looking for 
guidance and clarity?

I waited for a moment, and when she turned, I ran 
to where she was standing.

“Who are you? What do you want?” I cried.

She didn’t answer.  This time, as she started to fade 
away, I reached out and touched her sleeve.  I could feel 
the thin material of her dress, the fringe of her shawl 
fluttering against my hand.  The streetlight brightened 
momentarily and then we were in inky blackness.  I 
couldn’t see her, but I could still feel her bony arm 
beneath my hand.  The wind was blowing my hair 
around my face, as the woman's skirt wrapped itself 
around my legs.  All I could do was stand there grip-
ping her arm while everything swirled around me.

I wasn’t in New Holstein anymore.  I was in a run-
down, abandoned house.  The only things that were 
still intact were the fireplace and the huge iron pot 
used to cook and heat water.   And, of all things, a 
snow globe.  I felt a strange shiver run down my spine.  
This place was grabbing me by the heart and I was, at 
the same time, repulsed and angry.

Copyrighted Material
Some pages are omitted from this book preview.



The Old Woman

26

The snow globe shimmered.  I reached out and 
picked it up.  As I tilted it, I heard what sounded like 
shouting.  There was a momentary swirl of mist and 
a man’s voice, loud and angry.  “… told you that I 
wanted my supper on the table when I came home!  
Are you stupid, or what?”  Then the voice of a young 
girl, “I’m sorry, Daddy, I’ll try to do better.”

“Where’s your mother?  Why isn’t she out here 
doing this work?  She’s as useless as you are!”

“She said she was sick, and she told me to get your 
supper ready.  I tried, but there wasn’t anything much 
to fix."

The girl ducked out of the house.  At this time, 
whenever “this time” was, the house was in margin-
ally better condition than when or where we were now.

The snow globe glimmered again, and I was 
transported to a scene perhaps ten years later.  The 
same girl, now a young woman, was sneaking out of 
the house with a stunningly handsome young man.  
He wore a new, but obviously inexpensive suit, in 
which he looked decidedly uncomfortable.  When 
he saw the girl, his face changed dramatically from 
fear to disgust to a leer that would make any woman 
run as far and as fast as she could.  Nevertheless, 
whoever she was, this young woman looked ador-
ingly at him.

They got into a run-down, rusty, formerly red, 
truck.  Just as they disappeared around the bend in 
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the road, the girl’s father dashed out onto the porch, 
screaming, cursing, and shaking his fist.  “That whore 
will never set foot in this house again.  I spend my 
time working my life away for her, and she runs off 
with that hound dog.  The ungrateful witch!”

By this time Mickey was weary and asked, “Are 
you showing me these visions, so that I will under-
stand something important?”  The old woman, still 
holding onto her arm, gave Mickey a slight smile and 
a shadow of a nod.

“Is this young woman Lucille?”

The old lady nodded her head a little more ear-
nestly, and her smile broadened a bit.

“You’re trying to show me why Lucille ended up a 
bitter and angry woman?”

Another nod, this time the movement was so vig-
orous that her thin, scraggly hair swirled in a cloud 
around her head.

She nodded again  As I reached out to pick up the 
globe, the old woman touched my hand and nodded 
at the globe.  She apparently didn’t want me to pick 
it up.  She wanted me to touch it.  Not pick it up, just 
touch it.

My fingers tentatively touched the glass.  The scene 
returned to the young couple in the truck.
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“Where are we going, Joey?  Are we eloping or 
what?”

The only reply from Joey was a sneer and a grunt.  
His only aim was to get Lucille off where he could 
have his way with her.  Where her old man couldn’t 
stop him.  He didn’t particularly like this girl.  He just 
wanted an easy conquest with no interference from 
anyone.

They drove through the countryside, Lucille 
chattering on about nothing and Joey beginning to 
wonder if he should just kick her out of the truck 
and find easier pickings.  She was hardly worth the 
trouble, but if he tried anything nearer to her home, 
her dad would literally kill him.  So he would have to 
go somewhere else, pretend to marry her, and after a 
few days leave her, and go back home.

He didn’t care at all what happened to her.  It 
wasn’t like they cared about each other.  She was just 
the means of getting back at that horrible old man of 
hers.

Taking his daughter was the best revenge he could 
think of.  The old bastard was a mean son of a gun, 
and he deserved to get back what he meted out.  You 
didn’t go around ruining a person’s life just because 
you didn’t like them.

Lucille’s father had made public accusations about 
Joey—that he had stolen the old guy’s watch and some 
money.  The truth was that Bud had gambled it all 
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away and needed a justification for why it was gone.  
He didn’t have the guts to admit that he had lost it, so 
he blamed the only person he could find the courage 
to accuse.  He was a classic bully and no one liked 
him, so he was obnoxious and belligerent because it 
made him feel like a big man. 

Bud had just about run out of people he could 
push around when Joey had the bad fortune to look 
crosswise at Lucille.  Bud didn’t particularly care at 
all about Lucille.  She was just someone he could bully 
into doing his bidding and not get a bunch of sass in 
return.

He had tried to use Joey in that way, but when 
Joey wouldn’t knuckle under, Bud wanted revenge, 
and Joey became the scapegoat for his anger. He told 
the sheriff that Joey had stolen his stuff.  The sheriff 
had questioned Joey and released him with a warn-
ing to stay out of trouble.  It was all just a façade. The 
sheriff knew that, although he was a wild kid, Joey 
hadn’t stolen Bud’s things. He knew exactly where the 
money and the watch were.  They were in the sheriff’s 
pocket.  He had won them from Bud the night before, 
but he had to at least act like he was doing his job.

So Joey had been made out to be a juvenile delin-
quent and put on probation.  Well, he’d show Bud how 
it felt to be humiliated in front of everyone.  He’d just 
take the only thing that Bud couldn’t get along with-
out:  his “precious” daughter, his slave.

•
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Mickey shuddered and dropped to the floor, 
exhausted.  What a terrible life! That poor girl.

The old woman just nodded her head and again 
pointed at the snow globe.  Mickey’s voice quivered.  
“I don’t think I can watch anymore of this.”

The old woman began to shimmer and Micky 
closed her eyes and shook her head, a sob rumbled 
from her, and her knees gave out.  She lay crumpled 
on the floor, trembling.

She felt a hand shaking her and looked up to see 
the old woman bending over her with a sad look on 
her face.  She helped Mickey up, set her in a rickety 
chair, and handed her the glass globe.

Mickey shook her head and pushed the old wom-
an’s hand away, but she thrust it right back at her.  She 
finally took the globe, sighed heavily, and opened her 
eyes.

•

Lucille was in a motel room.  Joey’s side of the bed 
was vacant.  Lucille looked around the room in bewil-
derment.

She remembered leaving the house with Joey, her 
father standing on the porch shaking his fist, his face 
red as he screamed something at them.  She remem-
bered turning back and seeing a smile on Joey’s face.  It 
wasn’t a pleasant smile, and for a fleeting moment she 
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