Getting Ready to Write 
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My name is Leslie Ann Davis. I'm 38 years old, I've never been married, although I got close a couple of times -- more about that later. 

I'm a writer -- of suspense. 

That's what this is about -- my writing of suspense.

Since I was seven years old, I've written. I started out writing stories that I sold for a quarter to anyone in the neighborhood who would buy them. I typed them on my grandmother's old Remington, which she'd bought at a garage sale for $1.50. I then begged my Dad to take them to his law office to photocopy them for me. I'm sure the photocopying was more expensive than the money I finagled out of neighbors and relatives but at seven, my math skills were still under development.

Fast forward 30 years or so  to the publication of my first suspense novel. It was actually the fifth book I'd written but the first one that anyone was interested in.

To put bread on the table, I worked with my Dad and Mom's law firm. Mom is a lawyer also -- she and Dad practice together, along with me. 

 Yes, I'm a lawyer by education but not in my heart. It was the only thing I could think of to do while I pursued my true passion of writing. I know that seems like a lot of work for a temporary career but I'm a tried-and-true overachiever, just like my Mom and Dad. So to us, it made perfect sense for me to spend seven years getting my law degree and for them to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars paying for that degree.

My brother Todd is the outlier of the family. He's a geologist and travels the world collecting rocks. Actually, rock collecting is what led to his interest in geology. Our grandmother had given Todd a magnificent rock collection that she'd picked up at a garage sale for the unheard of cost of $10. Nothing ever cost that much at a garage sale, or so said Grandma Belle. Anyway, that was enough to light a fire in Todd that still burned brightly almost 30 years later.

I have the greatest family in the world -- normal, loving, interesting -- not a quirk or neurosis or psychosis among us. Or so we all say. I don't delve in to that very much, for fear of what I would discover. I'm happy to just accept the party line of our normalcy and perfection, with no questions asked.

Something about my writing -- I have a series protagonist -- Delilah -- who has the same type of family as me -- imagine that. However, Delilah has no compunctions about delving into the vagaries and dysfunctions of her family, which leads to a lot of mystifying circumstances.

My family, of course, sees absolutely no similarities between them and Delilah's high-functioning dysfunctional family. Even Todd, the epitome of scientific perception, doesn't see that Delilah's brother the archeologist shares all his characteristics. Hopefully, none of them will ever figure it out. Actually, Grandma Belle saw through it right from the beginning but has thankfully kept her mouth shut. 

I just interrupted my writing to go online to search for a book that's been plaguing me for years. When I was a little girl, the library bookmobile made regular visits to our elementary school, and I hung out  there a lot. One of my favorite books, one that I checked out repeatedly, was When Dolls Could Talk. I loved the fantasy of it. I don't know why I never asked my parents to buy the book for me but I didn't. I just kept checking it out time after time until one day, my interests changed, and. I became interested in horses. I began checking out books like Black Beauty and My Friend Flicka, and the talking toys book was forgotten, at least then. 

But as I said, over the years, it has popped up in my mind now and then. I'd done sporadic online searches for it, first on the library catalog and then on Amazon but to no avail. Then I'd heard about other book-related sites like Albris and Bookfinder and tonight I'd tried those. Bookfinder didn't work for me because it wanted a title. I didn't know the title, and there was no option to put in keywords. But lo and behold, Alibris allowed me to enter keywords and I entered  something like "dolls who could talk." And lo and behold again, up popped When Toys Could Talk by Jane Randall. There were some expensive editions of the book -- $125 and $150 -- too rich for my taste and my purposes -- although money-wise, I could easily afford it.

So back to Amazon I went -- and found a copy for $22.50 that was described as being in good condition. I'm a preferred one-click Amazon customer so buying the book took only seconds -- I love it! 
One of the essays I'm working on in my spare time is a love letter to the Internet -- more about that later.

Enough about my obsessive behavior. Now, to see if the book I bought is really the book I'm looking for.

Anyway, when I was in grade school, we had a reading series titled "Getting Ready to Read." That phrase stuck with me for some reason, and I often think of it now in adulthood but with a slightly revised wording and meaning -- "Getting Ready to Write."

I go for long periods without actually writing -- I call those my "Getting Ready to Write" periods. During those periods, my mind is off somewhere working on my next writing project, while I go about my daily life -- very blatantly not writing. During those non-writing times, I busy myself with reading (anything and everything but mostly gorging on novels), sewing (inexpertly), working crossword puzzles (in ink, no less) -- a total life of leisure, almost sloth. I do manage to periodically tidy up my condo in Edelweiss, a gated resort-like community outside the Midwest city of Rivermont -- but nowadays that's the extent of anything that could be considered work on my part. Well, except for my occasional stints as a legal researcher for Mom or Dad.

Before the publication and subsequent success of my first novel, my non-writing periods had been consumed by working in my parents' law firm. Now, I visited there fairly often and they used me as a quasi-consultant and sounding board, and at times, an errand girl, but I've sworn off officially practicing law.

I still have an office there and that's where I was sitting this cold, snowy December evening, at my old desk, jazz trickling from the built-in music system my parents had splurged on. I could feel the sounds filtering into my mind and body, relaxing me, smoothing out the rough edges.

I do my writing at my condo, in a spacious balcony office with windows overlooking one of the larger lakes at Edelweiss. My office at the law firm is for hanging out and doing research, and sometimes doing editing and revision, my least favorite thing about the writing process. I prefer to think that the words spill in perfection from my mind down my arms to my fingers dancing over the keyboard. I try to deny the necessity of rewriting but my editor at the publishing firm takes delight in laughing at my denial.

When I sold my first suspense novel, the publisher, Oakview Books,  signed me to a three-book deal. I was now overdue in delivering the second of the three books. Only a , few weeks overdue, but overdue, nevertheless. 

I was now receiving daily, gently nudging phone calls from my editor. She'd started out with tactful reminder e-mails. I didn't respond to those so she moved on to text messages, which also received no response from me. When she started making calls to my cell phone,. I let all calls go directly to voice mail, and I was curious to see what her follow-up tactic would be.

My editor's name is Jenny Martino,, and she is actually the publisher of Oakview Books and also the second editor the publishing firm had assigned to me.

The first one was a man, Jake Gilbert, and he and I didn't get along at all. He'd decided my first book needed major editing and revision, and I'd dug my heels in and refused to make the changes he wanted.  We quickly reached an impasse of such proportions that the publisher flew me to New York for a face-to-face meeting.

I really liked Jenny Martino, the publisher of Oakview's Genuine Books imprint (horrible name but actually appropriate). She was in her fifties, and I could tell that she must have been a beauty when she was younger. She was still an extremely attractive woman, with curly gray hair worn shoulder length. Her complexion reminded me a baby's -- soft and unflawed. 

At our first meeting, Jenny had given me a down-and-dirty backgrounder on herself. 

She'd said, by way of introduction, "I always want to know about the people I'm working with and I assume they have the same need to know."

She told me she'd been born in the Ozarks, just a few hundred miles from Rivermont where I lived.

Her family had lived in the hills, but they weren't hillbillies or illiterate. Her parents just liked solitude and that they had in abundance in the Ozark hill country.

Jenny's Dad was a master furniture builder and that was their main source of income. They had a small farm, a few cows and lots of chickens, plus a large garden in the summer. They sold most of the vegetables they raised, and that helped keep them going. 

Jenny said she had been a brainy kid and had loved books more than breathing, it seemed. During the long winter nights, reading had been her only occupation. In the hill country there was little or no TV reception and her parents hadn't minded, not seeing much value in television. Like many book lovers, Jenny tried her hand at writing, but it never worked out, never felt right to her. In high school, she found an outlet for her love of words in the editorship of the newspaper. She loved taking someone's article and polishing it to as close to perfection as she could come. and none of the writers ever minding her editing. She had a warmth that charmed them and they loved how good she made their articles.
She'd gotten her bachelor's degree in journalism at the University of Missouri and had then gone to Columbia University in New York City for her master's. Finally, degree in hand, she started looking for a job in the newspaper field, but had no luck there, or in the magazine business either. 
She was ready to give up on New York and move back to the Ozarks when she got a call from a high school friend she'd stayed in touch with. He was an editor a small New York press that was building a business and a reputation. He said they had an emergency opening for a contract copy editor to fill in for a junior editor who's started her maternity leave early.
"It's only for a few months," her friend Jake had warned, "but maybe it could lead to something. You never know in this business."

That had been 30 years ago and Jenny had made Oakview Books her home ever since. She'd also made it her family, never marrying and having children. She'd told many an interviewer that the authors and their books were her children. Copies of the books she'd edited lined her office walls, along with photos of the authors, much like a family portrait gallery.
Jenny's verbal autobiog only took about 15 minutes but I was enthralled by her every word -- in fact, I was enthralled by her.
When she finished, she'd poured us each another cup of Starbucks brewed right there in her cozy office and said cheerfully, "Okay, your turn.'
For a moment I was taken aback, then grinned at her, the ham in me coming out. I loved talking about myself and my life, as much as anyone, perhaps more. Much of my writing is autobiog disguised as fiction, although I tried not to let anyone really realize that.
So I proceeded to tell Jenny about my parents, my childhood, my brother, my law degree (which merited a grunt of surprise, accompanied by a raised eyebrow), and my constant passion for writing.
When I'd finished, we sat there in a companionable silence, sipping our coffee and grinning at each other. I think we both knew at that moment that something extraordinary had happened. We had connected, truly connected, a rare thing in this age of instant intimacy that fades away without notice.

But Jenny told me later that she knew that wasn't the whole story. She said she felt there was a major chapter that I was leaving out, and she was right. A year or so later, when she and I had become "friends for life," as we called it, I managed to tell her the rest of it, to tell her about Matt.

Earlier I had mentioned that I came close to marriage a few times but really it was only once. And he died before our wedding and that loss sent me on a spiritual journey that continues even today.
I couldn't accept the loss -- I couldn't accept death. It was inconceivable that all that Matt had been should be gone, never to be seen or loved or kissed or held again. And so I began searching for irrefutable proof of life after death, proof that we would once again be together. I read the books, I went to the séances and the seminars, I had reading after reading from psychics, I rejoined the religion I'd grown up in. That all began more than 10 years ago and I'm still searching. But now I think I at least know that I'm not going to find any  proof because there isn't any proof. I won't know for sure whether there's life after our body's death until after I die. 

But one thing I did learn is that no one knows anything with any certainty about the existence of God or eternal life. All we can ever know for sure is what we ourselves believe. No person, no religion has the answers. They have their beliefs but that's all they are is beliefs, not answers.

I thought sometimes that that should be a devastating conclusion but I've found it to be a comforting realization. It's also been a freeing realization, for it lets me believe exactly what I want to believe, in exactly the way I want to believe it.

I believe God exists and I believe He exists in us and in everything in the world. I believe we are a part of God and God is a part of us. I believe that our soul, our 21 grams, the essence of us, lives on after our body's death. I don't know where we go but it's fun  to speculate. I seem to come up with a different scenario every time I think about it. 

The other part of what I believe is new thought or positive thinking. I believe our thoughts and feelings determine our lives. I believe that what we think manifests itself in our lives. If I think I'm healthy and happy, then so be it. And conversely, if I think I'm sick and miserable, then by George, I am. And I don't believe this in a reactive way -- I believe it in a proactive way. I think we can control what goes on in our lives. I believe that by thinking the right thoughts, saying the right words and feeling the right feelings, we can have the happy, healthy, prosperous, productive lives we want.

And so this is the way I live my life. And this is the way my parents and my brother live their lives. It works for us and it works for many of our friends. But it took me awhile to catch back up with my family. I'd fallen away from the way we believed for a few years but now I'm back where I want to be and it's working out splendidly. 

And as for Matt -- God bless him. I still feel his presence with me, a comfortable warmth, as if he's watching over me. And that's a good feeling.

But it took me years to get to that place. For 3 1/2 years after his death, I mourned Matt daily -- unknown to my family and friends. I went to the cemetery every day and no one knew about that. Whenever someone asked how I was doing, I would give them a small smile and say "I'm okay." Never "I'm still grieving" or "I hurt like hell and can't stand it." No, as far as I let anyone know, I was "okay." And that's the way I wanted it. This was mine to deal with, not anyone else's. The grief underlay everything in my life. It had a palpable feel to it. I guess it was something like living constantly in fog. No , I didn't say in a fog, but in fog. Or in a mist. There were no sharp corners, no solid things. I floated through this fog and pretended I was "okay." I sometimes recognized full well that I certainly wasn't "okay" but I didn't know what to do about it.

During this three-year period, I went through the motions, working in the law office, seeing family and friends. I didn't even think about writing during this time. It was as though writing had disappeared off the face of the earth. 

Toward Christmas one year, three and 1/2 years after Matt's death, I started wanting to be free of the fog, free of the grief, but didn't know how to do it. At the beginning of my mourning period, I'd read all the requisite books on grief and mourning and death but none of the words I so eagerly gobbled up had any impact on me. In my mind, I kept thinking that it was different for me. That losing Matt was different than what other mourners went through.

Anyway, back to the Christmas when this started to change. I'd noticed the fog and knew I wanted it to go away. I found that way at our first church service of the new year. We do a traditional "burning bowl" activity where we rid ourselves of things we no longer want in our lives -- resentments, hatreds, grudges, failures, and yes, mourning that has gone on too long to be healthy or good or right.
The process is to write down the thing you want to get rid of on flash paper -- flash paper is very thin tissue paper that "flashes" or burns away to nothing when ignited. On the morning of this ceremony in church I wrote the words "sorrow" and "grief" on the flash paper. As I wrote the words, amazingly enough, I began to feel a lifting of the fog. When I lit my paper, it made a whooshing sound and I quickly dumped it in the brass bowl. As I walked back to my pew, I felt the wisps of fog floating away. Somehow I knew I was free of the grief and that was a good thing.
I told Jenny most everything about Matt but at the time I hadn't gone through the burning bowl experience. I looked forward to telling her about that. She would be happy for me.

Another life-changing thing happened to me just before the Christmas thing. Starting in November, I'd been attending a class at church. We had several classes each year and I regularly attended them. This one turned out to be a different kind of class than the norm. Usually, we'll study a book that follows the Unity beliefs fairly closely. But this time, several church members had started reading a spiritual journey book promoted by Oprah through her book club.

One woman in particular was struggling with understanding the book and she asked our associate minister, Meg Wainwright, a woman I dearly love, if she would be willing to conduct a class on the book. So the class was formed and about a dozen of us began attending. That was pretty much the normal number of attendees in the classes at church, and mostly it was always the same group. I think I'm the only one who's attended all the classes in the past three years, but then I have a smattering of obsessive-compulsive intermixed with my perfect personality.

The course was scheduled to last 10 weeks and would be over the week before Christmas. I had already bought the book and had read the first two chapters. For privacy purposes and so I don't get sued by a disgruntled author, I'll call the book Spiritual Journey, written by John Doe.
And so the class began. From day one, the class was at odds with the book and with each other. Megan did her best to keep things under control, but still, there was a great deal of dissension and heated discussion. For a change, I was quiet in the class. Part of that was because I had fallen behind in reading the book and so didn't have a lot to contribute. The other reason I didn't participate in the class free-for-all was because it was a free-for-all. There were some strong personalities in the class, and I didn't want to get in the way of their very definite opinions.

But as I sat there, silently taking it all in and surreptitiously reading the pages I hadn't head time to read before class, I was absorbing, in spite of myself, some of the author's very powerful ideas.
I can boil down into just a few sentences what I learned from the book and the author and the class and what so strongly impacted me.

The whole point of the book was that the present moment is all that we have. The past is past, never to be retrieved, never to come again. The future isn't here yet and we have no way of getting there. We only and always have just this moment.

That was such a wake-up call to me. My norm is to never, and I  mean, never, live in the present moment. I most usually was rushing through the present moment to get to something in the future.

Or conversely, I would be brooding and noodling about past events, ignoring the present moment.

Somehow, by the last class, I had glommed on to the idea of living in the present moment -- of being fully present in the moment -- of not rushing through one thing to get to another -- of enjoying and appreciating what I was doing as I was doing it.
Actually, embracing the power of the present came easily to me. It felt right. It felt good and I adapted quickly and thoroughly to the concept.

But most of the class continued to bad-mouth the author and his book and to disagree with everything he said.

I haven't  shared with Megan or the class the life-changing thing that happened to me because of the book. I probably will one of these days but right now, it's still a shiny, branch new concept and I want to make sure I've completely and thoroughly adopted and integrated it before I say anything.

I just found out that a friend of mine, well sort of a friend, more of an acquaintance, or someone I know, has had a novel published. I was reading the book section of the newspaper last night and I saw a review of his first published book, a novel with mystery overtones. It actually sounded interesting and I ordered it from Amazon. However, they didn't have it in stock and said they'd notify me when it was available. It only cost about 20 bucks with shipping and I thought it was well worth the investment, both for what I could learn about his writing style plus the review made the plot sound intriguing. From Amazon I learned that the book was actually published in October and here it is January. That leads me to believe that the review is a result of some favors granted or called in. The reviewer is based in Columbia, Missouri at the university but is part of the writing community here in the Midwest.
The writer, Gregg Dalton, is a member of the writers' group I belong to and he also taught a fiction writing course I took a couple of years ago. I wasn't all that impressed with him as a teacher or with the course itself, but I did learn one valuable lesson about overwriting. I have or had a tendency to over use adjectives and adverbs, refusing to let words and ideas stand on their own, without supporting props. Gregg gave me that critique of my work and it struck home and since then, I've tried to be sparing in my use of adjectives and adverbs and to watch for signs of overwriting.
The class was a small one. There were five or  six of us enrolled but all of us seldom attended at one time. If I remember correctly, I was the only student to attend all six sessions. 
To my delight, I completed a short story as one of the class assignments, the first short story I'd finished in years. The class was semi-positive in their remarks about the story, although I didn't feel all that positive about the story myself. 

I hadn't been particularly diligent about doing my homework assignments. I had just taken on a major research project for Dad and was buried in that. So the fiction-writing assignments came dead last on my list of priorities.

I'm sorry now that I didn't put more effort into it. I think I could have benefited more had I been more diligent.

The other four students were an interesting group. One eventually dropped out because her husband was taking her on a dream trip to England. Her sister was also a student and her writing dealt with the angst a teenage son brings to family life -- based, of course, on her own experiences. One had a fascinating name that has stuck with me -- Ebba. Her writing was literary and esoteric and mysterious. I liked her and what she wrote. I thought about trying to develop a friendship with her but never followed up. Another classmate was a woman in her 30s who was currently unemployed and who had moved back in with her parents. But somehow she managed to travel and her writing took place in exotic locales. I think there may have been another student but I can't for the life of me remember for sure. So maybe there were only five of us. I think I have some old e-mails that we all exchanged when we were sharing our work so perhaps if I really want to find out, I can.
As the basis of the class, Gregg used a book I'd read -- How to Write a Novel -- and that I've subsequently re-read. Plus, he added some touches of his own and some interesting interactive activities, which as usual, I dreaded doing. I hate those kinds of things. Those "let's get everyone involved" approaches. We did some speed writing and the good thing was we only had to share if we wanted to. Gregg didn't make us read our stuff if we didn't want to or if we were convinced it sucked big-time.

The class was held in a real estate office in the south part of Rivermont. In back of the regular office space where the agents had their desks was a large open room that could be configured in various ways. Sometimes we sat classroom style, facing a white board, Sometimes we sat around a circular table. Once we used the comfy furniture that was off to one side of the room, two leather sofas and three fluorescent green  bean bag chairs that had definitely seen better days.

The classes were two hours long but the time seemed to fly by. Unlike some of the classes I take at church where the minute hand actually seems to sometimes go backwards rather than forwards. To be fair, not all of the church classes are that dreary but there have been a couple.
I was sorry when the class was over, as were the other students. We all asked Gregg to let us know when he taught his next class but we never heard anything from him, at least I didn't. I saw him a couple of times at the writers' group meetings but we never even nodded or said hello. I suppose he didn't remember me.

During the class, Gregg shared some of his personal background, as teachers usually do. From what I can remember, his wife was a teacher and he had two teenaged children, a boy and a girl, I think.

He'd had an assortment of jobs through the years, but his love was always writing. I was happy that he'd finally gotten published and I hoped that it was only the beginning of a great career for him.

The plot of Gregg's book concerns a married couple who are struggling in their marriage and they go off on a white water adventure with the intention of fixing the marriage or ending it. Somehow they get separated, and end up with the husband on one side of the river and the wife on the other. The husband comes to believe his wife drowned, and he decides to take off and live a new life.

I was looking forward to reading Gregg's book, if Amazon ever got it in stock. There was a part of me, however, that was also dreading reading the book. Part of me was afraid that it would be really bad and that I would be really embarrassed by it. I hadn't ever heard fo the publisher -- Libris -- and I wondered if it was a vanity publisher -- if Gregg had ponied up the money to publish the book himself. I hoped not. I wanted it to be a true success story for him. I wanted him to know the kind of success that had come to me. He certainly deserved it as much as I did.

When you find your passion in life, you've found the real, true secret of life, no less. Obviously, Gregg had found his passion. I had found my passion and it was the same as his -- writing. 
So much of our lives are spent in passionless activities, going through the motions. Even through all the years of college and law school, I knew that my passion was writing but at the time. I wasn't ready to fulfill that passion. It took me a long time to get here, but finally I've fulfilled my passion and I'm living my dream. I'm very grateful to be where I am, doing what I do, being who I am. It's taken almost 40 years to get here and a lot of it has been difficult, but it's all been worth it. That's one of the blessings of a writer's life. Everything is grist for the mill. Everything that happens to us, everything we do, can be put back into our writing. I've done my best to disguise real  people and events in my writing, but I know they're there, nonetheless.
It's important to not hurt anyone with your writing. There's no reason to tell someone's story so obviously that they recognize themselves. That's cruel and unnecessary. It's a no brainer to change the character's name, his or her physical description, some of revealing details of what happened. It protects the writer and it protects who you're writing about. And it will in no way detract from your story. It isn't the physical names or descriptions or details that makes your story -- it's those intangible ingredients -- the love, caring, honesty and integrity that you put into it that make the story what it's meant to be.

To sit down at the keyboard is the greatest joy in my life. So on the days when I can't or don't write, my life is lacking. I've been struggling these past months, not being able to write, not feeling the passion, and not knowing what to do about it. It was reaching the point where I was desperate and I knew I would have to confess my problem to Jenny. I had kept putting it off, hoping that the writer's block would work itself out on its own. Foolish me!
I came to a decision -- if things didn't miraculously right themselves this coming weekend, on Monday I would get in touch with Jenny and confess all. And I promised myself to pull out all the stops this weekend. I would do everything I could think of to jump start my writing, so help me Zeus!

I had a fairly open weekend coming up, if I wanted. There were always happy hours and parties and get-togethers but I could opt in or out as I chose.

I've been fiddling with my Web site.

My love letter to the Internet.

When I finally do begin writing, it's always because the voice in my head says -- "Time to write. Now, dammit." And so it begins -- a months-long journey through exotic lands of my own invention.

I've often puzzled over my writing bent -- wondering where it came from. As a child, I read voraciously, almost if not actually, obsessively. One of my maternal uncles was an unpublished  writer of short stories, and my paternal great grandmother kept voluminous journals. I inherited them from her when she died, and I'd read them with great curiosity. They were among my favorite reading when I was a teenager. Great-grandmother Bettina meticulously detailed what seemed to me like every moment of her mundane existence -- perhaps boring to most people but fascinating to me.

One of my favorite things about writing is the tingle of anticipation I feel as I sit down at my desk, fingers poised over the keyboard of my laptop -- ready for the transfer of words from the RAM of my brain to the RAM of the computer.

As a side line to their law firm, I'd been instrumental in establishing an online research company that specialized in legal research and also in doing research for writers, fiction and non-fiction -- nowadays, a helpful resource for me. 

I yawned without covering my mouth, and thought, Mom would be mortified at my lack of manners. I stretched my cramped arms over my head and then yawned again. I'd been sitting at my computer far too long. The clock on the office wall behind my computer told me it was past six. What it didn't tell me that it was a wintry Friday evening in December, and I was late meeting my friends at our regular Friday happy hour.
I couldn't decide what to do about happy hour. I thought about joining my buddies for a few drinks and a few hours and then heading back here to finish up this particular piece of research for Dad. I knew he was anxious for the statistics, and I was accustomed to pulling late-nighters when parental needs called for it. 

The bar was just down the block from my parents' law firm's loft / warehouse space. I could walk there in five minute or drive in one. My cell phone vibrated and I looked down to where it lay on the desk. The LCD screen showed Melanie's name. She worked as a paralegal at my parents' law /  research firm and was one of the friends I was meeting. I picked up the phone, pressed the send button, and said "Yo."

"Kid, where are you? It's not a party without you."

I hesitated a moment, not knowing how I wanted to answer. "Hi there -- what's going on?"

Melanie answered with a chipper, "Everybody's here -- we're just waiting for you."

I was torn between wanting to join my friends for our regularly scheduled Friday night revelry and wanting to wrap up this research.

Deciding to have my cake and eat it too -- one of the things I loved to do -- I told Melanie that I had a few more minutes of work and then I'd be there.

She protested at my delay, being an instant gratification junky, but finally rung off, knowing that the sooner she left me get at it, the sooner I'd show up at the Watering Hole.

After some indecisiveness and waffling, I decided to save my search results on one of the servers so I could access the data from my laptop at home this weekend , rather than coming back to the office after happy hour or coming in on Saturday. 

It took 15 minutes, longer than I'd anticipated, because there was more data than I'd expected. When I'd finished, I logged off my computer. I was the only left in the loft but that didn't bother me. The loft  was in downtown Rivermont but it was a relatively safe part of this Midwest city on the Mississippi. We were near enough to St. Louis to have the cultural and business benefits of a big city, but far enough away to have the benefits of a less frenetic smaller city.

I'd lived here all 38 years of my life and my Mom and Dad had grown up here, too. They lived in the same area I did, Edelweiss, in a sprawling house on a lake -- much grander than my two-bedroom condo. But now, come to think of it, I could afford something more elegant if I wanted. 

Briefcase, laptop and purse in hand, I set the alarm, turned off the lights and then locked the large double doors of the loft behind me. As I left the building, I noticed it was beginning to snow. Flurries swirled around me and a couple of times I stuck out my tongue to catch them, laughing at my childishness.

I stopped by the parking lot and put my laptop and briefcase in the back seat, ready to walk to the bar. Then my common sense kicked in, and I decided to drive the two blocks to the Watering Hole rather than walking. 

I drove slowly up the deserted street and reached the bar where my friends waited, probably not so patiently, but definitely welcomingly, I thought.

Inside the smoky, dimly lit bar, it took a moment for me to spot my friends. Melanie saw me first and waved her arms over her head, calling out, "Les, we're over here!" I cringed a little because now all eyes were on me as I made my way to the far side of the room. 

The Watering Hole was a newish hangout in town, done up in a Western motif to go along with its name. For years, the place had been named Panama Red's and was the bar of choice for my pack of friends. Then the new owners had changed it into an entirely different ambience. We hadn't decided yet what we thought about it. Bar hoppers have two major attributes -- one, a fierce attachment and loyalty to places we like, and not much loyalty when a place morphs into something we don't like.

I reached my friends and they shuffled chairs and drinks around and I found myself sitting next to a guy I thought looked familiar but I couldn't place him. The bar was so dark that it was difficult to see much of anything. .

Everyone was talking at once, including our waitress, Tammi. "Your usual?" she asked. I nodded and in what seemed like immediately, she was back with a Bud Light. 

"No tab tonight, Tam. I have to get home. It's really started snowing out there." 

I handed her a five and said, "Keep the change." She gave me a grin and went back to the bar.

The stranger sitting next to me leaned over and said, "Leslie?"

I turned to look at him more closely and was suddenly dumbstruck. "Riley? Is that you?"

"That it is," he said in the fake Irish brogue I remembered from so many years ago.

"Oh my God, Riley -- I can't believe this.'"

He laughed and asked, "You're not thinking of still calling me God after all this time?"

I groaned at his sophomoric humor and said, "Tell me what you're doing here."

"Having a beer after, work, ma'am, just like you."

"How long has it been?" I asked him, thinking I might get a straight answer to a simple question. No such luck.

"Too long, my lady. Tell me what you've been up to."

At that moment, there was one of those silences that sometimes happen in a bar. In the midst of the moment of silence, a Journey song started playing on the jukebox -- "When You Love a Woman" -- one of those songs that brought back long-forgotten high school prom memories. That jukebox is my main attraction to the Watering Hole. The owners had my same addiction to '80s and '90s music and kept it stocked with a constantly rotating selection of the best of the old pop groups. I loved them for that.

Riley looked as surprised as I felt. That song had been one of the songs we'd danced to at our senior prom -- one of those memories that stayed with you, all the details, the sounds, sights and aromas as fresh and familiar as the moment they happened. I had my own name for those indelible memories -- time clips.
Neither of us spoke, just looked at each other. Then the spell was broken when Melanie noticed that I wasn't talking to her and edged her way over to my side to interrupt us. "I see you've met Riley -- he's a friend of Trent." She nodded toward one of the men at the far side of the table.

For some reason, neither Riley nor I volunteered that we'd known each other years ago.

Melanie leaned down, took my arm and half-pulled me from my chair. "I have to talk to you!" she half whispered, half hissed in my ear. I could tell that she was well on her way to getting drunk, her usual Friday night pastime. Reluctantly, I let her drag me off to the rest room. Like the jukebox with its '80s and '90s music, the ladies room was another attraction at the Watering Hole that had my admiration. It was large and light and clean and decorated like a bordello in an old Western movie.  The owners had installed the type of lighting that was so flattering to a girl's complexion, so that you always felt prettier in there.

Melanie's reason for dragging me off for a private talk turned out to be Trent, the latest guy in her life. She went through men like Kleenex and with as little regard for her castoffs. I listened intently for a while, which is what she required of me. I made a few encouraging comments, then said we really had to get back to our friends. She agreed, grumbling about how we never had any quality time together anymore, now that I was spending so much "writing." Somehow when Melanie said the word, I heard quotes around what I considered my life's passion.
Sometimes Melanie annoyed the hell out of me. She could be incredibly needy and demanding. And it was mostly always all about her. On the positive side, she would do anything for me, and I know she really cared about me. But at times, like tonight, the clinginess got to me.

Back with our friends, I was surprised at how disappointed I was to see that Riley Cox was no longer sitting with them. I'd been looking forward to catching up with him. Back in the day, he and I had been quite an item. At the time, I think in the back of both our minds, we thought we had a chance at a lifetime thing. But a series of mistimings and misunderstandings had driven us apart and so that lifetime thing hadn't happened.

I said my good-byes amidst the group's protests and promised to see everyone next week, if not sooner. We sometimes had midweek happy hours, not confining ourselves to Friday nights only.

My car was covered with a light blanket of snow but the defroster and windshield wipers quickly cleared the front and rear windows. I drove more slowly than usual, my mind on Riley. I truly had expected to spend some time talking with him. I wondered if he was visiting or if he was living back in Rivermont. I'd lost touch with him and so had my friends from high school so I had no idea what he'd been doing the past 20 years.

As I drove, I fiddled with the CD player, trying to decide whether I wanted music or books on CD. I'd started a Vietnam-related mystery novel that Tom Dailey, one of Dad's college buddies and also a client, had recommended, and so far it was fascinating listening.

But instead I drove in silence, my thoughts roaming around remembrances of Riley. I decided that tomorrow I'd call Trent and find out how he knew Riley and what the story was. That settled, my thoughts toward a niggling worry I had been trying to keep buried in the back of my mind.

Earlier today, I'd received an unnerving letter in the mail at the law firm. The envelope, addressed to Ms. Leslie Anne Davis care of Davis & Davis Attorneys at Law, had no return address. The envelope and the two-page letter inside were on matching pale ecru heavyweight bond, thick and elegant to the touch. 
Before reading the letter, I'd flipped to the second page, curious to see who had sent it. I'd gasped aloud at the signature, a name out of my past, someone I'd hoped to never hear from again. 

Bitsy -- just that single name -- Bitsy. I'd turned back to the first page and began to read, in growing horror as I absorbed the meaning of the words.

Dear Leslie Anne the letter began. Bitsy Halloway had always called me by my first and middle names, despite the fact that I hated it. But that was Bitsy -- doing exactly what she wanted, always, with no regard to the wishes of anyone else.

Bitsy had been my roommate my first year at college -- actually only my first semester of college. After rooming together for just one semester, we'd each gone our separate ways, me to live in the sorority house and Bitsy to do who knows what. She had left the university and I'd never heard from her or of her again until now.
And so there I sat this morning with a letter in my hand from the one person in the world I least wanted to hear from.

Over the years, there had been random things to remind me of Bitsy, and at those times, I'd fleetingly wondered what had become of her. But my experience with her had been so hellish that I would quicklyy wipe any thought of her from my mind.
I couldn't believe what I was reading. Bitsy Halloway was accusing me of plagiarizing her novel with my novel. She claimed I had stolen her plot, her characters and her setting.

She informed me that unless proper monetary restitution was made, she would be instigating a lawsuit against me. She enclosed her phone number and the name and phone number of her attorney. From the area code, it appeared that both were St. Louis numbers.

My book was my book. I had written every one of the 95,000 words -- they had been sweated out of me letter by letter -- no, that's too melodramatic and not really true. Oh, it was true that I and only I had written the 95,000 words but I hadn't sweated over them. I had enjoyed each word, each thought, each moment of writing.
I love writing and I wouldn't do anything else. And I most certainly would never steal so much as one one idea from anyone else. I had more than enough of my own and didn't need anyone else's.

I read the letter again, more slowly, and then read it for a third time. I was totally flummoxed and couldn't understand what this nutty person was talking about. And nutty was the only way to describe Bitsy.

I'd put the letter back in the envelope, then slipped it into the leather notebook I usually kept with me.

For the rest of the day, I'd occupied my mind with other things, deliberately not thinking of Bitsy and what I'd been through with her.

Now, as I drove from downtown Rivermont home to Edelweiss, I thought back 20 years.

Bitsy and I had been assigned as roommates by the university, supposedly based on their "compatibility matching" computer software, but I thought that was probably a lot of hooey. No, it was definitely a lot of hooey because there wasn't one ounce of compatibility between Bitsy Halloway and Leslie Davis - without the Anne, thank you very much. I always assumed we'd been randomly assigned as roommates because we were so different. Actually, though, we had one thing in common that disproved my theory of randomness  -- we were both wannabe writers.
Bitsy was from St. Louis and had attended a top preparatory high school in the city. She came from old money, and I never knew what she was doing at Mizzou, the state university in the middle of the state of Missouri.
I was there because it was where my parents had gone for their undergraduate degrees and then their law degrees. It was a tradition in our family and my brother Todd and I had both followed tradition.

Bitsy was a beauty -- that was the truth. I'm not bad looking but Bitsy outshone everyone in the dorm. It was a brittle type of beauty -- there was no warmth or softness about her.  She was a tall, slender blond -- willowy is the word I thought of. The most striking thi g about her was her presence. When people first met her, they would be wowed by her charisma. But as you got to know her, the charisma disappeared, replaced by her monstrous ego.
She dated like crazy, different guys all the time. In fact, I'd be surprised if she ever dated the same guy twice. She claimed she craved variety and diversity in her men. But after a few months of rooming with her, I came to the conclusion that none of the guys ever asked her out on a second date.

To describe our situation as roommates. let me say only that I never knew what to expect from Bitsy. She was emotionally erratic and her frequent drinking binges didn't help with the mood swings. I could always tell when she was going to explode, and I made myself scarce until I thought the uproar was over. After just a month with her, I started trying to get moved to another room. But that semester the university had over enrolled students and there were no available rooms. In fact, the housing board had started cramming an additional person in a two-person room, the overcrowding had gotten so bad. That happened to Bitsy and me, and I thought she was going to have a heart attack in protest -- or cause a heart atttack in one of the housing board representatives who came to tell us that we would be sharing our room with another student.

Our new roommate was Delo Mehta, a lovely young woman from somewhere unpronounceable in India. She spoke English well but with a heavy accent that Bitsy refused to adjust to. Whenever Delo said anything to Bitsy, Bitsy would go ballistic and insist that Delo write her comments down for Bitsy to read.

She'd yell at Delo and shout, "I can't understand a word that you say. Your English is so accented that it's unintelligible."

I felt badly for Delo -- she tried so hard. She brought us presents and yummy things to eat, which Bitsy ostentatiously tossed in the nearest trash can.

I'd given up any semblance of trying to reason with Bitsy about her treatment of Delo. It was hopeless. I filed a protest with the housing board but they were so overburdened with work that by the time they got around to exploring my protest, it was the end of the semester and Bitsy was gone and I was moving into the sorority house.

The housing rep wanted me to withdraw my protest but I refused. "I want this to be on her permanent record, in case she ever tries to come back to the university. I don't want anyone to have to go through what I did. She shouldn't be allowed to torture another human being."

You might think that sounds harsh but you couldn't understand what Bitsy was like and what kinds of things she did to me and our other dorm mates, unless you lived through it.
Bitsy eventually offended everyone on the third floor of the dorm. She was demanding and overbearing. She played her stereo with no regard for how disturbing it was. The house mother would reprimand her and Bitsy would apologize and claim she'd had no idea that her music was bothering anyone. And the music -- it wasn't what I would consider music -- Gregorian chants -- from dreary-sounding monks. I thought of them as these brown-robed, stoop-shouldered men wandering the cold stone hallways of a far distant cloister. Then my overactive imagination would get the better of me, and I'd start inventing murder and mayhem in the abbey before I came to my senses and realized I'd better concentrate my efforts on the 10 page research report that was due the next day, complete with footnotes and annotations or the mid-term exam that I hadn't yet studied for..
I, of course, got the brunt of Bitsy's mania. And mania it was, I now believe. Back in those days, you didn't hear that much about bipolar disorder, chemical imbalance and all the mental anomalies we take for granted today. Perhaps nowardays with the proper chemical cocktail, Bitsy could have approached some semblance of normalcy. But back in the day, no such luck for her.

Bitsy was a nocturnal animal and could seemingly function with two or three hours of sleep at night. I couldn't sleep with her noise and her midnight wanderings and so most nights,  I would bed down in a sleeping bag on the floor of one friend or another.

It became a running joke among us on the third floor about where Leslie was sleeping tonight. I tried to find out who was going to bed early that night and that's where I'd plant my sleeping bag. I've always needed a lot of sleep, a minimum of eight hours, and I couldn't cope well with any less. Fortunately, a couple of my dorm mates were the same way so I spent a lot of time on the floors of their rooms.

The whole Bitsy episode was a ghastly experience and looking back, I'm surprised that I survived it relatively sanely. I'm also surprised that I put up with so much of Bitsy's crap for as long as I did. I guess I couldn't believe that such insanity was actually happening to me, and I guess I expected it to stop any moment, because it was so unreal and crazy and unbelievable.

The one thing I did then was to try to write about it. I used Bitsy as a character in a couple of short stories but never could get it to feel right. I wasn't very good at fiction then and it took me years to get in the groove of my writing, so to speak. The stories I wrote then were clumsy and overwritten and self-conscious. Because I had always read so much, the words themselves came easily but were not professional. 

My ideas and plots were weak and half-formed. I'd get an idea and go off half-cocked with it, writing a few thousand words and then writing myself into a corner that I couldn't get out of -- or didn't want to get out of. I'd lose interest in what I was writing about and would then just abandon it. 

I never actually counted the number of stories and novels I started and then abandoned but I know it was hundreds. I kept most of them, stored in an assortment of cardboard boxes in the attic, labeled writing. but with no other identification -- like topic or year or anything.

In addition to my pre-law undergraduate work, I took as many fiction writing courses as I could find. I continued with writing courses as electives or extras throughout law school.

I sometimes think the courses did more harm than good for me. Every instructor or lecturer or professor had his or her own theories about writing fiction. I absorbed all the theories but never stuck with any of them.

I joined a writing group and then a critique group. I made some friends and had some fun but didn't feel like it was helping my writing.

Practicing law always felt like a temp job for me. I enjoyed it and especially enjoyed working with my parents but it was like working in a fast food place -- I knew it was temporary and that one day I would be moving on to my real career and my real life.

Actually, that was pathetic and in many ways, my whole life was pathetic. I was putting everything on hold until I was a writer. Or I guess I meant until I sold my work. I submitted things all the time and had the rejection slips to prove my hard work.  

I practiced law with my parents full-time for 12 years, all the while writing in my spare time. Then, three years ago, something life-changing happened to me. I was severely injured in a hit-and-run accident and I was hospitalized for months with two broken legs.

With so much time on my hands, I began to write in earnest. And I had a great topic -- the hit and run accident. The police never found the driver and so my imagination could take off and create whatever story I wanted.

In my head, I said, I'm no longer getting ready to write, I'm really writing.

I'd read everything about best-selling horror writer Stephen King's similar accident, although his wasn't a hit and run.

My main hindrance to writing has been an inability to plot. I'd get what I thought was a killer idea for a mystery and I'd go at it like gangbusters. Then I'd start slowing down, beginning to not know where I was going. This would get worse and worse. I'd struggle and worry and then start making excuses for not writing.

And so once again I'd have an abandoned projects -- thousands of words and hundreds of hours and nothing to show for it. I'd tried to rationalize the whole thing by telling myself it was good experience, that I was improving my writing ability 

Newsweek Magazine, my bible for all things news, has a section called "My Turn." The  column is written by ordinary folks, like you and me, about any topic in the world. For awhile now I've been thinking about an article I'd like to write -- sort of a love letter to the Internet. I find the Internet to be one of the most astounding inventions / creations ever thought up by mankind. Thinking back to my school years, I remember the countless hours spent in libraries, researching, note-taking, digging for data for research reports, book reports, essays. 
I love libraries, don't get me wrong. I go to the library at least once a week to check out books on tape or hardcover novels from a special new books section where you can always find copies of best-sellers. I have a special affinity for libraries and I also go there at times to write, when staying in my ho me office is too confining and stultifying.

I've always been a reader. When Todd and I were children, and off school during the summer, our parents would pack us up and take us to their law office. They made a special play area for us in the back storage room and to us, it was like a fairytale castle. It as filled with toys and books, so many books, that Mom had bought at a nearby Goodwill store.

We had a huge collection of the latest and most expensive toys at home, which we loved and played with when we there But these were different. These weren't the same toys we were used to. These different -- not new -- but still intriguing.  Mom knew my passion for reading, so there were always new-to-me books for me to choose from. Being environmentally conscious before it was cool, Mom would re-cycle the toys and books, donating back the books we'd read the toys Todd and I had tired of.

Todd was an enthusiastic reader also, although his tastes of course ran to the Hardy Boys, while I was more the Nancy Drew fan. I would sometimes sample the Hardy Boys, but being a "manly man," he could never read about Nancy and her boyfriend Ned and her little roadster.
Anyway, I digress. I was talking about my love letter to the Internet and really got off on a tangent there.

I can remember my first foray into the Internet, 15 years ago, when it was just beginning. A friend of mine did free-lance computer work for a PR firm and she created their first Web site. It was quite basic, no bells and whistles, more like an online brochure. But I was blown away by it and by the possibilities the online world offered. 

My friend taught me basic html coding and Web design and I created my own personal Web site as a playground for who knows what. I didn't do a Web site for the law firm but I did help my parents hire the consultant who created the firm's site. We needed to have something that was more professional and robust than I could create.

I've watched in awe as the Web has morphed from a few computers strung together, passing data back and forth, into a force that underlies our entire world.

I love the idea that most everything I need or want to know is mine for the taking, at my fingertips or a click of a mouse button. I've found lost friends, lost books (the toys that could talk, for example), a replacement turkey platter for one that I shattered at Thanksgiving, custom-made lipstick to match a shade that's been discontinued, plus free audio books, free (and legal) music downloads --the list is literally endless. I feel that the Internet is a magnificent gift bestowed on us all and I'm so grateful for it.
My latest attraction to the Internet is blogging. I first began blogging about six years ago, right after the first blogging software became available. I kept my blogs unpublished, not available to the public, or so I thought -- more about that later.
I used the blog as an online journal or diary. It was sort of cool to be able to make notes from any computer. Very convenient. 

But then one day, I did a search on my name just to see what was out there -- this was before I sold my first book and became a best-selling author -- and usually there were only a few entries. The law office, of course. I was on a couple of boards and committees. But this time all my blogs showed up in the search results. And I'd been very frank and open in what I wrote. The words were meant for my eyes only and now here they were for all the world to read.
I investigated and found out that the company supporting the blogging software I used had been bought out. The new owner didn't believe in privacy on blogs, so when they took ownership, they released all blogs to the public.

I immediately removed all my blog entries, and then set about changing the policy of the new blog owner. This was one of the times my law degree came in handy. 

I filed a class action suit against the company for breach of privacy. They gave in and began adhering to the bloggers' requests for privacy. I never used that company again. 

And I stopped blogging for quite awhile. I felt betrayed and exposed. Probably no one ever read what I wrote on my blogs but I'll never know. I learned a valuable lesson from that experience -- never write anything that you don't want the world to read.

Once my book became a best-seller, my publisher wanted to develop a Web site for me. I told them I already had one, had had one for years, with my name as the domain name. So they asked me to beef it up into a true author's Web site to promote and sell, sell, sell my book.

They offered me the services of a professional Web developer, which I declined, wanting to do the work myself. Part of the revamped Web site was a blog that I updated fairly often -- a couple times a week, at least, and daily when I was really on a roll. One of my favorite parts of the blog was the function of allowing readers to add comments or links to their sites or links to sites they found interesting. Very much a participative community kind of thing.
I also started a monthly newsletter, which I distributed by e-mail or RSS feeds. The Web is an awesome tool, especially for writers.
One of the more helpful, to me, parts of my Web site is a feedback link where my readers can let me know what they think about my book , my blog, my newsletter, whatever. 

I've got some regular contributors and I look forward to their comments. A couple of them have even become online friends and if it were ever convenient, I'd like for us to meet in person. Both of them were women, one who lived in Utah and one who lived in New York City.

At church this morning, a friend told me about an awesome book she'd just read -- Pillars of the Earth by Ken Follett. I'd never heard of it -- I'd heard of Ken Follett but haven't read anything by him. 
I looked him up on the Internet, always one of my favorite things to do. It turns out that his book is a novel about building a cathedral in a town in 1200 England. I haven't read any of the thrillers he's written but I think I've seen at least one movie made from one of his books -- Eye of the Needle with Michael Caine or Donald Sutherland. I'll go look that up right now. It was Donald Sutherland and it was released in 1981. It's one of those movies you see late at night on the non-cable channels. Intriguing spy movie, if I remember correctly.
Once upon a time, I read all my books in printed form. But I now listen to them. It used to be audiocassette, then CDs. It's still CDs but I'm sure I'll move into ebooks online, downloaded to my iPod, as soon as Apple and Microsoft reach an agreement about ebook format. Right now the downloads from the library are not compatible with my iPod because of licensing issues. Silly me -- the main reason I spent 500 bucks on the iPod and accoutrements was to listen to books on tape. I didn't find out till after the fact about the compatibility issue.
I just made a major mistake in my journey to no sorrow and grief about Matt. My Internet Service Provider sent a message about an upgrade to the e-mail search tool they'd just implemented.

Prior to the upgrade, any e-mails deleted more than three years ago were no longer retrievable. The upgrade now makes all e-mails I 've ever sent or received from this account easily and quickly accessible. 

I regularly would delete e-mails and clean things up, being the anal-retentive, obsessive/compulsive girl that I am. Which means that I had deleted almost all the e-mails that Matt and I had exchanged.

Foolishly, I decided to try out the new upgrade and see if I could find any of the e-mails I'd deleted.

OMG – oh my God, indeed. Hundreds, maybe thousands of e-mails appeared in the search window. I proceeded to start reading them and got my heart broken all over again. You would think I would have learned my lesson. But no, I'd had to drag my heart through the grief and sorrow once more.

As I read each one, I saved it on to my hard drive in a specific directory..

Matt had such a super sense of humor and a wide range of interests. Reading the e-mails took me back through that magical time we shared. Even from the beginning, I knew he was something very special and these e-mails once again validated my assessment.

I wasn't so impressed with my e-mails. I was so reserved and brisk – one would never know that I'm a writer, and considered a good communicator.

Matt's e-mails sang – he was lyrical in his messages and I treasured each one, even as the tears poured down my cheeks. I finally finished my reading and saving. I sat there at my desk, looking out at the snowflakes tumbling past the window. 

My heart hurt and my nose hurt from blowing it. I was glad I was alone in the house – I wouldn't have wanted anyone to see me wallowing once again, yet again, in my sorrow. I'd been doing so well after the Burning Bowl ceremony at church and now look at me, doing this to myself again.

I logged off the computer and went into the bathroom to wash my face. I drank a glass of water, then went into the living room to put on my parka and knit cap. I found my boots in the hall closet and put them on. Grabbing my keys from the hall table, I left the condo. It was almost dark and I wished I'd brought along a flashlight for my walk. But I decided not to go back for one – I would just stick to the well-lighted areas so I could see where I was walking. 

I walked for over an hour without noticing the cold or the snow. There was no one else out on the streets, either on foot or in a car. It was as though Edelweiss was deserted and I was the only living human being left .

By the time I got back to the house, I'd walked away all my leftover feelings. I felt washed clean. I thought maybe this was the final thing I had to go through. And that was all right with me. And it was also all right with me if this happened again. At least I knew I had set myself on the road to recovery. 

And thank God, I eventually ended up with a different outlook after my foray through all those e-mails.

I've just finished listening to a biography of Albert Einstein. I bought the hardcover best-seller when it first came out, and read the first chapter or so, then put it aside. I seem to do better listening to books rather than reading them. The words have more of an impact -- they go deeper into my brain or something. And books on tape, which is what I'll always call them, no matter what format they're in, occupy that time I think of as unused -- getting ready for work (make-up and hair and all that jazz, driving to and from work, walking in my neighborhood or on the treadmill, cleaning the house, those kinds of activities, where it's only your body that's engaged, not your mind.

I'm thinking I might get the Ken Follett Pillars of the Earth book on tape and listen to that. I wonder if the library has it. I'll go check. Yes, the library has it. Interesting change -- the library used to call them books on tape -- now the term is audiobook. They have it in two formats -- CD and audiocassettes. There are holds on both versions, but a lot more on the CD version than the book on tape.

I didn't put it on request because I already have four mysteries on CD checked out. The good news is that I was able to check out three of them for the maximum length of time -- eight weeks. The other one I could only check out for two weeks because it's a best-seller that's on request.

I got interested in the Einstein bio because of a Richard Feynman bio I'd read last year. That came about  because, one long winter Saturday afternoon, I watched a movie about Richard Feynman and had been fascinated by his story. It starred Matthew Broderick as Feynman and Patricia Arquette as his wife and took place during the time he was in New Mexico working on the Manhattan Project. His wife had tuberculosis and the movie told the story of him trying to care for her and still accomplish his work. It ended sadly -- she died. But Feynman went on to become one the premiere physicists in the world.

Physics has always fascinated me -- and for an odd reason. In high school, I was one of the top honors students -- straight As and higher -- H grades for honor students. In my senior year, I took physics. I did fine first semester, getting my usual A or higher. But second semester was a different matter. Like many of the other senior honors students, I did a little goofing off because our grades for second semester didn't count towards college acceptance and, a big and, we didn't have to take final exams second semester.
Actually, it was only in Physics that I goofed off. I flirted with the boys, spent a lot of time in study hall in the library instead of in Physics class, with the teacher's permission, of course. I wasn't that far off my model student path. The teacher, Mr. Charles, was one of the most beloved teachers in the high school. He was a genius and could have had a spectacular career as a research scientist, I'm sure. However, to his credit, he loved teaching Physics to high school students, although God knows why. But teaching high school Physics was his passion, and if we follow our passion, we find the secret to a happy life.

Now comes the thing that has haunted me since then. Second semester high school Physics covered the study of electricity. And I missed the whole thing. I didn't learn fact one about Physics. And I still got an A, a much-undeserved A, in the class because I was a straight A student, and no other grade would have been acceptable.
Since then, I've felt horribly guilty, for both my undeserved A and my ignorance of electricity. A couple of times, I tried to learn about electricity, first from encyclopedias, then from a book I bought, Physics for Dummies (how appropriate!) and then from the Internet. But to no avail. And that's why I read the Feynman and Einstein biographies -- out of guilt and out of a vain desire to see if I could understand Physics.
I still plan to learn about and understand electricity before I die. The Physics for Dummies book is on my bedside table and has been for quite awhile. One of these days, I promise myself.

Getting back to the subject of finding your passion in life. There's a lecture this week at Rivermont University by one of the gurus in the field of finding one's life passion. I'm thinking about going. It's free and open to the public, which is kind of surprising, because this guy, Ken Robinson is a highly paid speaker. My assumption is that some corporation is bankrolling his presentation, although none of the advertising mentions that.

The trouble is -- I have a conflict. There's a church board meeting that same night and I'm caught on the horns of the proverbial dilemma. What to do -- what to do. Going online -- what a miracle -- what a blessing -- I see that he's going to be doing a book signing Thursday afternoon right here at the Edelweiss bookstore -- Hallelujah -- dilemma solved! I like when events coalesce and work out conveniently – that's a good thing.
Now, more on my ideas about finding your passion. I'm at the place in my life where I've found success with my passion. I feel very blessed to have this -- most people don't get so monetarily rewarded for doing what they love to do and would do for free, no matter what. I'm thinking about writing an article about this for the Writer's Guild monthly newsletter.. I think to be successful at anything, it obviously has to be your passion. And if you're fortunate, you'll have the requisite talent and ability to go along with the passion. 
How frustrating  it would be to be passionate about writing, to love doing it, to feel fulfilled by writing, but to have no talent for it. 

Part of me is envious of Ken Robinson and his book about finding your passion. I could have written that book -- I should have written that book.

Okay, stop there with the guilt and recriminations. I'm writing what I'm supposed to be writing when I'm supposed to be writing it. None of this would've, could've, should've stuff. It is what it is. I do love that statement. It has a most freeing impact on me. When I say those words to myself about something, I feel as though a fifty-pound weight had been lifted from my shoulders.
I think I should order Ken Robinson's book also. Or maybe I should put it on request at the library just to get the flavor of it -- maybe it's not a book that I would be interested in reading, although I doubt that.
It sounds exactly like the kind of book I like to read.

This coming weekend, I'm planning what I call one of my Big Reads. Actually what it means is that I won't plans to go anywhere or do anything. I'll stay at home and read, and enjoy every moment of it.

I have a stack of magazines that I need to go through -- I'm months behind with some of the magazines. At least I'm caught up with the newspapers. There was a time when I had a stack of unread newspapers 2 or 3 feet high and they hung over my head like the sword of Damocles.
I'm learning and growing by leaps and bounds -- since the Burning Bowl ceremony and the book advising us to live in the present moment -- because no moment but the present moment really belongs to us.
Each day has become a wonderful adventure, with me living consciously in the moment and not rushing through each thing I'm doing to get to the next thing.

A couple of updates about pending items: The talking toys book wasn't the one I'd been looking for so it’s back to searching for it. Also, still no word from Amazon about Gregg's book. I may look elsewhere -- it doesn't seem like it should take so long.
Sometimes in my writing, I get stuck, not knowing what to write next, where to go. I mentioned earlier that plotting is my weak point. I don't seem to be able to plot and plan well. I write myself into a corner and then I'm unable to write myself out.

Like my first book, the idea for my second came to me 'all of a piece' as they say. I dreamt the first fragments of the story during a Sunday afternoon nap. When I awoke, I wrote down what I could remember of the dream and then spent the next several hours thinking about it and making notes and asking myself "What if?"
I've accepted the fact that this is probably the only way I'm going to be able to plot a book -- with a lot of help from on high or wherever full-blown plot ideas come from
Now, although I thought I had the plot I needed, I was in the midst of a major writer's block. My first published book (there had been three initial failed attempts) had been an unexpected runaway success. Now I was faced with matching that success, and I didn't think I could do it.  I felt that my success was a fluke – an accidental best-seller, so to speak.

As I said, the bad part was the money. I had made enough money so that I didn't have to work anymore or write another book. My brother the broker had invested the money I earned for the book, and I was now set for life, as the TV commercials say. This meant no economic stimulus to put pen to paper – or fingers to keyboard.

THE BOOK – which is how I thought of my successful novel – despite the fact that I'd written other books that no one had wanted to publish – had come to me whole. Start to finish. Beginning to end. It had actually knocked me off my feet – literally.

One early morning in September two years ago, I'd been out jogging by the river and had stumbled. The idea came to me as I lay sprawled on my back on the river path.

For a few minutes, I'd stayed there on the ground, lying there on my back, looking up at the sky through the trees that lined the river path. 

The story idea that came to me was about my great-aunt Aurelia, who was also a writer. She was my maternal grandmother's youngest sister – there was a 20-year difference in their ages so that Aunt Aurelia was like a daughter to my grandmother. Aunt Aurelia's most successful book was "A Lamp to Read By." And that's what I eventually entitled the book I wrote that was such a success. I loved seeing the cover of my book-- a red and black contemporary design -- with my name -- Leslie Davis -- scrawled across the front in white script.

Aunt Aurelia, or A, as most everyone called her, was warm and loving and good – the special kind o f person who drew in those who knew her. But I don't mean to make her sound like some goodie-two-shoes. A was also a lot of fun. She knew how to enjoy life and brought her zest for living to everything.

From family stories, I knew, although she never spoke directly to me about it, the sorrow of her early life. She'd been married briefly as a young woman. The marriage had ended in tragedy. Her husband and their baby son had died in an automobile accident. Aurelia had survived the accident but it had taken her quite some time before she started living again.

No one ever really knew for sure what put the spark of life back into A. According to Grandma Katherine, who loved talking to me about her beloved baby sister, A had gradually come back into herself. Day by day, Grandma said, you could see A letting go of the sorrow and letting life back in. Grandma's theory was that it had been her students that gave her back the will to live.

Aurelia became a legendary high school English teacher in Rivermont. She introduced teenagers to the beauty of literature and the possibilities of their own minds. She encouraged them to think for themselves, to ask questions, to not accept everything they were told. 

Some parents resented A's influence over their children, especially her advice to question things. But as parents saw their heretofore lackadaisical students blossom and flourish under her watchful eye, they came to respect and appreciate A and complaints about her died down and eventually disappeared.

I never knew A as anything but a charmer. Her tragedy had happened 20 years before my birth. Her successful writing career had begun 10 years before I was born. By the time I. was old enough to know and appreciate my Aunt Aurelia, she was quite the celebrity in Rivermont.

That would be the very same Mississippi where I regularly jogged along the river path -- and where I now sat, off the path, leaning back against a maple tree. I thought perhaps if I revisited the place where I'd gotten the idea for the book, I might be blessed with another idea.

But so far, nothing. I took a deep breath, then another, trying to relax myself into receiving another brilliant idea. 

It was a beautiful fall day in early October. The leaves had begun to turn and promised to be gloriously colorful this year. The prognosticators said the depth and range of the fall colors had something to do with rainfall. I didn't understand or care -- I just knew the leaves were beautiful and yet their beauty saddened me.

I sat there, thinking about A, thinking about the books she'd written and the books I'd written.

I felt the weight of my writer's block pressing down around me, as a tangible thing. My inability to do the thing I loved most felt like a paralysis of my life. And I was bearing this alone. I'd been unable to talk with anyone about it -- not my mother or father, not my brother and not Cara and Diana.

My two best friends are writers also but so far, I'd been unable to talk with them about my problem. Cara, Diana and I have known one another since elementary school We lived in the same neighborhood -- Diana a couple houses down from me and Cara on the next street over from ours. All through grade school, we'd walked to school together. For junior and senior high, we'd ridden the bus together, squeezing ourselves into one bus seat, despite the rules against more than two passengers in one seat. Bus drivers eventually gave up on trying to get to obey the rules and pretended not to see us crammed in the seat at the very back of the bus.

The day stretched out empty before me, nothing to do and nowhere special to go. It was Tuesday and Diana and Cara would be at work -- Cara was a psychotherapist, and Diana was a third-grade teacher at the same elementary school we'd attended so many years ago.

I loved quizzing my friends about their jobs, and had used bits and pieces of their careers and their lives in my writing. I knew they did the same with each other and with me. It was as if everything was fair game as fodder for our stories.

Diana and Cara were still waiting for the success I'd already achieved. And in a way, that made things worse, because in my heart I was convinced they were both better, more proficient, more accomplished writers than I am. I felt that my book had been some kind of stroke of luck that I would never be able to replicate -- not in a hundred or a thousand years. So much for Leslie Davis, that brilliant, up-and-coming young writer. Although at 39, I could barely be considered young anymore.

So here I sat, not knowing what to do with the next half hour, much less the rest of my life. In the pocket of my jogging pants, I felt the vibration of my cell phone. "I wonder who that is," I said aloud. As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I looked around me. I hoped no one was close enough to hear me talking to myself, a habit I'd fallen into the past year or two..

Aunt Libby is retired -- and busier than ever. She has a gang of friends, who e-mail, travel, Libby is my Dad's twin sister but they're nothing alike. They're both wonderful -- don't get me wrong -- but total opposites in a really interesting way.
Aunt Libby never married, never even came close as far as I knew. She had been a high-powered executive and when she retired, she was CEO of a Silicon Valley software firm. 

HOwever despite never having married, Aunt Libby managed to adopt three babies from Romania. They were grown now, all in college, in various parts of the country, all doing superbly. When Aunt Libby retired, she moved back to Rivermont and set up shop here. 

She had her finger in a number of ventures here. And venture was an important word to her. She was the volunteer head of a venture capital firm that was funding high-tech start-ups. 

Libby also did the humanitarian type of volunteer work at an unusual local charity that maintained a homeless shelter, a soup kitchen and a food pantry. 

I suspected that Libby also funded the charity in addition to her physical time presence but she never indicated that she gave anything but her time.

Growing up, I hadn't seen a great deal of Aunt Libby but she used to write these fascinating letters to the family. When e-mail came along, she switched communications methods and wrote to us more frequently.

She had a way of writing that made you feel you were sitting next to her, listening to her talk, 

She sent pictures of her Romanian babies and they all came to visit for two weeks at Christmas. Aunt Libby rented one of the town house condos at Edelweiss and made herself and her family right at home.

The house she bought when she moved back here is one of the showplaces of Edelweiss. It sprawls across a half acre of land, and is set on a five-acre lot, an unheard of amount of land here in land -scarce Edelweiss. Her house is on the shore of our largest lake and has its own marina, with four boat slips. On the grounds are an Olympic-size swimming pool, tennis courts, a hot tub, a six-car garage, 6 bedrooms and 8 bathrooms. One of her favorite things to do was to loan out her home for charity functions, for free. She said it was a great deal -- she got to come to super parties at her own home and didn't have to lift a finger. I had a feeling that in addition to the use of her house, the charities also received hefty donations.

I was really looking forward to Christmas this year. Aunt Libby's three Romanian babies would be home for the holidays and we all had plans to spend time at the nearby ski area. Yes, we have a ski area here in the Midwest. It's a fabulous place with manmade snow on the fairly challenging man-made slopes.

My brother Todd and his family would be in town for the holidays also. They were going to stay with Mom and Dad, who also lived in Edelweiss. So we'll all be within spitting distance of one another -- well, not really, but we'll be just minutes away from each other.

A writer I really like, James Brady passed away last week. He wrote the "In Step With" columns weekly in Parade Magazine. He also wrote fiction and non-fiction books but until last Saturday, I'd never read or owned one. Now I do – it's non-fiction about the Korean War and I look forward to reading it.

John Updike also passed away last week, but I was not such a fan of his. I read one of the Rabbit books and saw "The Witches of Eastwick" movie with Jack Nicholson, but his literary tomes leave me cold. I'm more the down-and-dirty type. The book has to entertain me, to lift me out of my everyday life into someone else's reality. That's what books are all about to me and Updike didn't do it for me.

I'm avoiding my topic at the moment and it's interesting to see my mind bop around it. When I started talking about James Brady, the idea was to write about death. To write about how sad it made me to think that I would no longer able to turn to the back of the Parade Magazine each week to read his celebrity profiles. I felt like he was a friend, a part of my life, a part of my routine. I don't like death. I don't like the idea of death. It's inconceivable to me that one moment a person is here and the next moment they're gone. It makes no sense to me. I'm definitely moving on from Matt's death but that doesn't mean I like it or accept it or understand it – I'm just moving on. I think I had the right idea – to avoid writing about death. I don't like the unknown, the non-understandable. I want everything to be clear and above-board and understandable and death is none of those things. So I'm going to stop writing about death, which I detest, and move on to something I adore – like books.

Mom and I went on a mother-daughter adventure on Saturday that involved new and used book stores. We're both read-aholics and love books.  There's a lot of trading of books back an forth between us, plus recommendations about which library books to check out. We switch off from buying to borrowing and back again to buying. 

My current addiction is to listen to books, rather than reading them, but I'm still stockpiling books, hard cover and paperback both, for future reading marathons.

So Mom and I first went to Borders where we each spent a small fortune on books. There was a huge book sale in progress and we would have felt remiss had we not taken advantage of the bargains. Mom bought some books for Dad, too, as if to make up for deserting him on a Saturday and for the many books she bought for herself. I did notice that the books she bought for Dad were ones in which she also had an interest. I think Mom is where I get my devious approach to life.

After Borders, we went in to St. Louis to a fabulous used book store we discovered by accident one day when we'd gone to the big city to shop. Tucked away in a strip mall in the north part of the county, the store had every type of paperback book imaginable. They weren't necessarily cheap – basically half off the cover price – but the selection was so broad and so interesting to us that we didn't mind that actually for used books, they were a bit pricey.

After the used book store, we stopped at an Applebee's in the same strip mall for lunch. Sometimes we both just want a simple, easy non-fast food place to eat. I had a delicious Caesar salad with yummy grilled chicken. 

Mom had some kind of Mexican Chihuahua dish, as I call it. She is a true Mexican food aficionado. I can take it or leave it, but Mom is a true connoisseur. She judges all restaurants by two criteria: One, whether they serve Mexican food, and two, how good the Mexican food is. Suffice it to say, most restaurants don't make her list.

After lunch, Mom wanted to go to the Galleria and look at clothes. Clothes are Mom's second-strongest vice, after books. She loves silky suits, pants and skirts. She has some favorite designers and is always eager to check out their latest creations. The good news is that Mom and I wear the same size and so I'm the fortunate recipient of the clothes she's tired of. And she gets tired of things rather quickly. She swears she wears things more than once before passing them along to me but I'm not sure if I believe that.

While Mom tried on a couple of pants suits, I wandered around main floor of Macy's, avoiding the perfume area at all costs. The heavy concentration of perfume aromas gives me a headache, as do all the chipper young things trying to get me to try this or that. Thye really annoy me but I try not to let them know that.

Mom ended up buying both pants suits she tried on, plus each of them in another color, for a total of four, costing way over $1000. Good thing  the law firm is going gangbusters!

Mom invited me to come home for dinner but I had plans – miracle of miracles. Of course, Mom wanted details but I told her it was just someone from the writing group I belonged to. She lost interest, thinking it was another one of my spinster writing friends and I did nothing to disabuse her of that notion. Actually it was a writing friend but Ted was far from a spinster – Ted was a hottie but there was no way I planned to share that tidbit with Mom.

Actually, Ted and I had gone known each other at Mizzoo but hadn't been in touch since then. He'd recently gone through an amicable divorce and one of the life-changing things he promised himself was to resurrect a long-dormant desire to write. So that's how we hooked up again.

It's time to talk about my control issues. I think I've always had control issues. Most of the time nowadays, it's okay because I pretty much control my own life -- which means that within reason, I do what I want, when I want, in the way I want.

Growing up, though, that wasn't the story at all. Needless to say, my parents have their own control issues and the mix was interesting, to say the least. Todd is the only who escaped the family dynamics. He is the definition of laidback. Nothing bothers him. Nothing upsets him. He life mode is to go with the flow. He's very relaxing to be around. His wife Lucy has her own easygoing approach to life and they mesh well together, Now, here's the funny part. He an Lucy somehow spawned two miniature Type A control freaks -- an actual set of twins My nephew is Jeremy and my niece is Juliette. And I swear those two at age 11 already have their lives planned out. They know where they want to go to college -- MIT for Jeremy, the computer geek, and Juliette, the budding fashion designer to the Parsons School of Design in Greenwich Village.
But let's get back to my control issues, as interesting as Todd's family is.

During my childhood, I regularly went toe to toe with Mom and Dad. I pushed the envelope in insisting on my way. Of course, Mom and Dad were just as adamant that there way was the way it was going to be. Good luck with that!

Mom told me later that there was a point in time when they had enrolled me in a Kansas City boarding school known for it strictness and its requirements for rigid adherence to its policies. I was 13 and driving them crazy with my personality inflamed by teenaged angst. Our home was not a pleasant place to be. I argued and disagreed with them about everything, a lot of times just on the principle of things.

Then I came down with a mysterious ailment that had the doctors scratching their heads. For awhile they danced around a leukemia diagnosis but eventually abandoned that in favor of blood poisoning. It was a serious medical condition characterized by a whole-body inflammatory state (called a systemic inflammatory response syndrome or SIRS) caused by infection.[
I was one sick little cookie for a long time, three months in all. I spent most of that time in the nearby hospital. Mom and Dad took turns staying with me and they pulled back on their work at the law firm to give them time to spend with me.
Whatever else happened to me, that illness had the effect of showing me the drawbacks of my need to control everything. I had no control over anything during those three months of hospitalization. As young as I was, I realized I had to let go or run the risk of losing it.  And I did. I just accepted that I had to put the control in other people's hands, the doctors and nurses and my parents.

Of course, my need for control didn't disappear completely. During that hiatus, I learned that sometimes it was okay to let other people and things run your life.
When I was finally well, I was a changed person. Gone was the defiance, the insistence on having my own way all the time. I settled in to an overachieving mode at school and obviously wasn't sent off to boarding school. 

I think I've been able to use my control tendencies to advantage in my life. I've used them to direct my life, to go out and get what I want, rather than sitting back and waiting for someone to give it to me -- which, as we all know, isn't going to happen.
My only regret about my life is that I don't have a family of my own to share it with -- a husband and children would be great. But since I don't have them, I manage to have a happy life without them. And there's still time -- I'm not quite 40 yet -- so there's definitely still time.

I had a dream about Matt last night -- the first one in a long time -- and the first one where I thought he had come back to me -- that he wasn't dead -- and that everything would be all right. I've read that most mourners have those kinds of dreams soon after the loss of their loved ones but I never did. My dreams of Matt were always somehow connected to things we'd done together when he was alive. He was never dead in my dreams. I'm not sure what the dream means or if it even means anything. I'm of two minds about dreams. Sometimes I think they have some other worldly aspect and can direct us in our lives. Other times, I think dreams are just random brain waves, with no meaning, other than the way our brain assimilates the day's happenings.

I haven't dated much since Matt's death, partly by choice and partly because I haven't met many men I was interested in. I wondered about Riley, whether he was married, whether he had kids. I would definitely call Trent and get the scoop. Riley was someone I could want in my life.

Almost absent-mindedly, I reached for one of my ubiquitous yellow legal pads and one of the blue Flair markers I used, and began to write. At first it was a to do list that then morphed into a plan for my future. But no fiction. Evidently the writer's block was still in full force, which meant that my editor Jenny Martino would be coming at me with guns blazing.

It was late and I was tired. I turned off the lights and went into the master bathroom. I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and put on my flannel pjs. Before getting into bed for the night, I went downstairs to give my two cats their bedtime snack.

I have two small black cats, a brother and sister, from a litter that a neighbor's cat had last year. I had just lost my beloved Tiger, my 18-year-old tortoiseshell. I couldn't decide between the two black cats and on impulse decided to take them both. And I haven't regretted it for a moment. They keep each other company, along with keeping me company. We make a nice, cozy little family.

I named them Hansel and Gretel because they're brother and sister -- unusual names for cats, I agree, but that's the way I do things.

With the cats happily nibbling away at canned breast of chicken, I went back upstairs to bed. 

Our country is about to inaugurate our first black president, to me an unbelievable occurrence. Don't get me wrong -- I think it's a wonderful, miraculous thing. But never in a million years would I have predicted it. 

Unfortunately, I don't know all that much about Obama yet. I'm slowly learning about him, rather late in the game. I had been rooting for Hillary, just because I thoukshe was the more experienced and capable of the candidates. But now, I 'm beginning to see how shortsighted I was in my opinion.

From what I've learned and seen about Obama so far, he seems to be just what our country needs at this particularly troubled time in our history.

He seems to be honest and sincere and thoughtful. He seems to know that our country needs to be the America of old -- doing the right things in the right ways. We were once the shining light of the world and that light has certainly dimmed and may be almost out. I like the idea of Hillary being secretary of state. I think that was a wise choice on Obama's part. 

It's been a while since I've paid attention to politics and government. I was so furious at Bush for his nonsense that it turned me off paying any attention. I avoided the political news on TV and in the newspapers so that I could avoid my anger at what that man was doing to our country. 
I plan to watch the inauguration on TV and to pay particular attention to Obama's speech. From what I've seen, he seems to be an outstanding writer. I haven't read any of his books but intend to. 

I sense a goodness and a fairness in him that you don't often see in politicians. Usually the political life drains goodness out of a person. Perhaps his lack of tenure in office is a good thing because he hasn't had time to give up his ideals. 

I plan to pay close attention to what he says and does, what actions he takes. I'll try to assess him on my own, and take what the pundits proclaim with a grain of salt. I want to form my own opinions and not accept wholesale the opinions of others.

Jack Kennedy was my parent's Obama. Through the years, they've told me about him, how much they admired his politics and him. They told me that as the news of his infidelities came out, it tested their respect for him. But somehow they managed to separate his personal behavior from his presidential performance and kept their admiration for him intact.

My parents were supporters of Obama from the beginning. They couldn't understand my affiliation for Hillary. In their minds, the Clintons were loose cannons, something our country couldn't afford now or in the future.

So now we're about to have a new president, like none other we've ever had. I will watch what he does with great hope in my heart. Is it possible that there is a good person in the world? Is it possible that he can understand what the problems are and come up with workable solutions? Is it possible that our dreams can come true? Many citizens have centered their dreams and aspirations and hopes for the future on Obama. Is it possible that we're expecting too much of him? Do we want more from him that we can rightfully expect from any human being? Or is he the right person at the right time? Did God send him to straighten out our country? I believe that God loves America. I believe that at our best we exemplify what God wants for his children. But we're not at our best right now. Somehow we've gotten off the track, and I pray to God that Obama can get us back on course.

I have a theory about the economy. It had to get so bad so that our country could be fixed. Obama is the one to fix it. The American people had gotten off track and I blame it on business and on the financial industry. Everyone is only interested in money -- in having more money, in having more money than their neighbors. 

The news papers talk about the economy and consumer confidence and say we're not spending our money, we're saving it. And that's what we're supposed to be doing. That's what happened to the economy. We spent too much money. We got into debt. We made it all about owning things and then owning more things. It stopped being about family and love and happiness and living a good life and became all about the money, the prestige, the ego.

And now it's all gone and it has to stop. It has to start being about people again. We all need to love having less. We need to get by with less than we think we need. Scarcity can be a good thing. Sacrifice can be a good thing. Doing without or making do with less than we absolutely thought we  had to have.

If you look at the houses, the cars, the flat-screen plasma TVs, all this conspicuous consumption, you can see that something is wrong. These things don't bring us happiness. They only make us feel good for a few minutes and then we're on to the next bigger and better thing.

Loving our families, caring for them, spending time with them, supporting them, those are the important things. Not buying things, not trying to make more money so we can buy more things.

We need a 180 degree turnaround in our country. We need to become about values and honesty again. We need to worship whatever God or higher power we choose. It has to stop being all about us, and become about something bigger and more important.

Obama can do this. This is what he's meant to do. This is what he's all about. He has an ease with the world and that ease will enable him to find the right words and the right actions to set the ship of America on the right course once again.
I will watch what he does. I will listen to his words. I do think God sent him at this time to fix things and to make a better America, which will benefit the entire world. We are the shining example for the world and lately we haven't been doing so much shining. We've been an embarrassment to ourselves, not being the best we can be. I blame a lot of it on Bush. Perhaps that's not fair but he needs to be to blame for something. He needs to take responsibility for the devastation he wrought upon our country. 

I don't know how long it will take Obama to clean things up -- years probably -- and I hope he survives to do so. There are crazies out there that have no idea what they're doing. They have no idea that we're in the presence of greatness -- that this man has come to save our country -- to put it back together.

I have a new theory about life called our mental model.

The Mormons say that Joseph Smith was the right person at the right time. They say our country with its religious freedom was the proper soil for him to have his ideas take root.

I think Joseph Smith was a fraud. I think that's why I left the Mormon church and why I never really believed it was the one true church. I believe that he invented the Book of Mormon and all the other things. He was of course a genius to be able to do so but he was not divinely guided. Some of his ideas were good -- the sacredness and importance of the family and the idea of life after death so that families could always be together. But he came up with the divinity of plural marriage or polygamy because he'd gotten caught having sex with one of the young girls in the church and the theory of plural marriage was his only out. The church isn't exactly bad -- there are good things about it -- but there are bad things, also. It removes one's free will and free thought. It demands great service and sacrifice.
I am so glad to be away from the Mormon Church. I do not know how I could have made such a poor decision for myself and my life.

I hope that Obama is a godly man in the best sense of the word. I think he's handled all the religious controversy that has surrounded him well. I don't think he'll lead us down the wrong path in the name of God, like his predecessor. That man is a sick man. I do not understand how he could have done the things he did -- I do not understand how he could be so abysmally dumb -- so stupid. -- so without common sense and decency. In eight years he has pretty much destroyed our country. I put it all on his shoulders. He should not have even been president. It should have been Al Gore -- who has now reinvented himself, to his credit. I deeply resent what Bush did to our country. 

My Mom and Dad hosted an inauguration party at the law office, and I was there front and center. 
They'd been Obama supporters from the beginning and had tickets to attend the inauguration. But Mom broke her leg skiing and so they gave their tickets to the black couple that served as the cleaning crew for the law office. They also gave them their hotel reservations and airfare. The couple, Truman and Dessie Oliver, didn't want to take any of it, but Mom insisted, saying she didn't want the tickets and everything to go to waste. She made them promise to take as many pictures as possible -- she sent her digital video and still cameras with them. When Truman and Dessie finally decided to accept Mom's office, they were over the moon with excitement.

Mom gave them a crash course in inaugural protocol and etiquette. She also gave them a cell phone to take along and use during the  ceremony so that they could stay in touch with Mom. 

So Mom and Dad invited clients and friends and family to the law office. They set up chairs in the conference room, in front of the big plasma TV. Mom had her favorite caterer provide the food -- a luscious assortment of brunch goodies  
That historic Tuesday morning, the Davis and Davis law firm was the place to be in Rivermont.

I stood off to one side of the conference room, watching Mom in her wheelchair, parked directly in front of the TV. As Obama took the oath of office, I watched Mom's face instead of the TV screen. As I'd expected, the tears rolled showly down Mom's cheeks.

Dad was perched on a chair right next to Mom and he had his hand on her knee. From y viewpoint, I couldn't see Dad's face but I thought there might be tears in his eyes also.

To understand why my parents were so affected by the inauguration of our country's first black president, you have to know some of their history.

They'd come of age in the '60's. They'd been in the Peace Corps and had been involved in civil rights. One of their friends , a young black man from Boston, had been killed by a crowd of white supremisists in South Carolina. That had been a life-changing event for them. Their commitment to the law became even deeper because they had seen the results of lawlessness. Through the years, they'd provided pro bono legal help to minorities, specializing in discrimination cases.
Todd and I grew up with their beliefs as part of our lives. We never saw or felt the difference between those with white skin and those with black skin. I felt very blessed to not feel that difference, to know that we're all part of humankind, we're all brothers and sisters.
Mom spent a great deal of that party on the phone with Dessie, listening to the shouts of the crowd. Afterwards, Mom told me the crowds were one of her favorite things.

"They know how important this is. They know this is a major turning point in our country's history. And they want to be ther e for that historic moment in time. God, I wish your Dad and I could have been there. But at least we got to give Truman and Dessie that chance." 

The party had been great but because of my angst over the book I wasn't writing, I wasn't able to enjoy it like I should.  I said my good-byes early and headed home, taking the long way to give myself some time to clear my head.

Snowflakes were coming down in earnest now. What had been a few flurries when the party began had turned in to a heavy snowfall. I love snow, especially since in my current life, I don't have to be anywhere. If we have a blizzard, I can decide to stay home whene it's warm and dry and cozy -- and most of all, safe. I love having a roaring fire in the fireplace, a good movie on TV or music on the stereo. I always keep my freezer and pantry well-stocked and I have a whole bookcase full of unread and unlistened to books. All my life, it's been important that I have enough books to read, so that I would never run out. Sometimes I'll give myself wrapped best-sellers as Christmas presents, just to keep my supply up.

When I was in grade school and high school, snow days were a wonderful gift from the gods. Unfortunately, years ago, schools were less apt to shut down for snow so our snow days were few and far between. Nowadays, it seems that if a snowflake falls, the schools close.

In college, there was no such thing as snow days. At Mizzou, no matter how deep the snow got, we trudged from dorm or sorority house to classrooms. 

Then in law school, it was the same deal --never a snow day.

When I went to work in Mom and Dad's law office, they had things set up so that everyone could work from home if necessary, which meant, once again, no snow days.

My theory now is that my life is one long snow day. I can stay home whenever I want. I can do whatever I want whenever I want. It's a very mind-blowing way to live life and I wouldn't have it any other way.
There's part of me that faces the reality that if I were ever to marry and have children, all of this freedom would go away. But the loss of freedom would be replaced by something even more wonderful, a family of my own, so that I wouldn't mind not being completely free anymore.

Driving in snow or ice has always terrified me. There's a good reason for that, based on something that happened when I was a child.

It was late January when I was about 10. Dad and Mom were sitting around the dining room table, as they usually did in the evening. Todd and I were sitting in the living room in front of the fireplace at our oversized coffee table, supposedly doing our homework. But instead, we were playing game after game of tic-tac-toe, our latest obsession. 

Outside, you could hear the wind howling, and then the growl and scrape of the snowplow. Rivermont was really good about keeping the streets clear.

Todd had just won his second game of tic-tac-toe in a row, when a loud booming noise echoed through the house. I remember screams and shouts and I think most of them were coming from me.

Something came crashing through the front windows of the house. To my shock, it was a car, a huge old limosine of the kind you'd see in movies from the '30s.
I knew Jenny Martino must be pulling her beautiful white hair out by the handfuls. By the time I reached my condo, my nose and hands were cold (I'd forgotten my gloves, as usual) but my mind was on fire. I had a couple of ideas to try. One was to look at my past writing as a way of overcoming my writer's block.

The other had more appeal to me. I was going to use my past blogs as the basis of my next book. Yes, I confess. I don't have anything written -- or at least nothing of any substance. I'd been fudging in my infrequent reports to Jenny. She thought I had something and I have nothing. 

But I was starting to get excited at the idea of a book built on blogs.

In the condo, I threw my coat on the sofa and headed for the kitchen. I fixed a pot of steaming hot chocolate and headed up to my office. 

I turned on all the lights, then switched on the jazz station that came over cable TV. I poured a cup of hot chocolate and blew on it to cool it off. I paced the office, my mind going like crazy. After a few sips of hot chocolate that had cooled off a bit, I set the cup down on the library table I used as a desk and resumed my pacing. 

I knew that I'd written thousands of words, maybe hundreds of thousands of words, in my blogs. As my mind raced through past subjects, I could the feel the zing of excitement down my spine. This was the way I'd felt about my book that had been so successful. I was so wrapped up in it, so engrossed, that it was all I could think about. 

I booted up my computer and went to the directory where I stored my personal copies of the blogs. One by one, I printed them out, having to fill the printer  a couple of times. As the pages printed, I skimmed them, trying to get a flavor of the content. The topics were all over the place, but there was a common theme, one that gave me a thrill of recognition.

All the while I'd been blogging, I think subconsciously I'd been writing my next novel. It would take a lot of editing and revising, never my strong points, but somehow I didn't mind. I was so excited about the possibilities.

I started taping the blogs up on the walls, the better to organize them. I used my microcassette recorder for verbal  notes, and yellow post-its on the blog pages to further organize them. 

By the time I came up for air, it was two in the morning. I thought I could have gone on for hours but my common sense kicked in and I knew I'd be much more productive tomorrow -- today, actually -- with some sleep.

It took me a long while to fall asleep, probably because my mind was still racing with ideas and I was clutching my recorder, ready to capture my ideas.
I awoke the next morning to the repeated jangling of my front doorbell. The red digital readout on my clock radio read 8 a.m.

Who in God's name was ringing my doorbell at this time of morning? I draped my robe around my shoulders and peered out the bedroom window, trying to see who was at the door. But whoever it was must have been standing off to one side the porch because I couldn't see anyone. All I could see was a pile of luggage tumbled haphazardly on the porch -- very expensive-looking luggage at that.

I rubbed my forehead, trying to remember if I'd forgotten a houseguest or a long-lost relative but nothing came to mind.

I put my arms into the robe, tied the belt, and foraged under the bed for the slippers that matched the robe. Having no luck, I abandoned the search and headed downstairs -- anything to stop the incessant trill of the doorbell.

I had no qualms about answering the door because Edelweiss was a gated community with 24/7 guards on duty at the gatehouse.

I opened the front door and there on my porch was one of my favorite people in the world who was also the one I least wanted to see at the moment.

It was my editor / publisher, Jenny Martino, there on my doorstep, surrounded by her luggage.
"Leslie!"

"Jenny!"

We shouted each other's names in unison and fell into each other's arms.

It took about 15 minutes to get Jenny and her luggage inside my condo and get us settled in the kitchen with a pot of coffee between us. I knew what she was doing there but I was going to make her say the words out loud. I wasn't going to let her off easy.

"How did you get past ;the gatehouse?" I asked her once we'd gone through the "how are you" and "how have you been routine."
Jenny grinned across the table at me and I thought for the hundredth time what a beautiful she still was, even in her fifties. She had glistening white hair worn unfashionably long for her age. Her eyes were a brilliant penetrating blue and her face was all angles and cheekbones and classy character.

She was dressed in an olive green suede pantsuit with a matching turtleneck. Gold bangles hung from her earlobes -- you would never see Jenny Martino without earrings, even in a swimming pool, I would bet. The funny thing is that she still wore clip earrings, as do I, and they're difficult to find nowadays, when everyone has their ears pierced. Her nails were manicured, her make-up was impeccable, she smelled of some expensive fragrance,
And here I sat, in a flannel robe that had seen better days, my hair touseled from sleep, face bare of make-up. And yet I didn't mind Jenny seeing me like this -- I knew she loved the inner me, not what I looked like. There weren't many people in the world with whom I could feel comfortable and relaxed in my current disheveled state but Jenny was definitely one of them.
Jenny paused a bit before answering my question about how she got past the gatehouse guard. 

I sat looking at her expectantly, knowing her answer was going to be a good one. I could always count on Jenny for the unexpected, the interesting, the off-the-beaten path. She was one of a kind, a true original.

"Well," she drawled, "the guard was this very nice older gentleman, with a white beard. I guess I called him Santa, which made him laugh. Then he wanted to know who I was visiting and was I expected. I gave him your name and address and said of course, I was expected -- tiny gray lie there, but forgivable in the grand scheme of things. He started to call but I told him that wasn't necessary, that I'd just spoken to you -- another tiny forgivable smearing of the truth. So he smiled and waved me on it." She stopped and then a worried look flashed across her face. "You won't say anything about him letting me in, will you? I don't want him to get in trouble."
I grinned at her and shook my head slowly back and forth. "You are such a piece of work, my Jenny. Of course, I won't."
There was a silence, with each of us waiting for the other to speak, to mention the 600 pound elephant in the room -- the reason for Jenny's out-of-the-blue appearance on my doorstep.

Jenny sighed and said, "Okay, you win. I'll be the adult here."

That made me laugh and I reached out and patted her hand. "Do you want me to warm up your coffee before we dive in here?

Jenny nodded and I poured more coffee for both of us.

Jenny looked me in the eye, smile gone from her face, and asked, "What's going on with you, Leslie?"
Her voice was gentle, as was her expression.

Had this happened yesterday, I would have been devastated But my miraculous breakthrough last night had already solved the problem Jenny had come to confront.

I laughed and said, "Everything's fine, Jenny. No, everything's absolutely copacetic!"

I proceeded to tell her what happened last night and I could see her mood lighten and her smile returned. She listened carefully as I detailed the blogging I'd been doing and my eye-popping realization that all along I;d been writing my next book and it was more than done and just needed reorganizing and revising and reshuffling and a whole bunch of ther re-'s.
Jenny's eyes sparkled and she said, "I can't wait to read it."

"Well, you can get started right now while I take a shower and get dressed."

We spent the next few minutes lugging Jenny's luggage upstairs to my guest bedroom. I took her to my office and proudly displayed the papers taped all over the walls. I left her there, engrossed in the pages while I went off to shower. 

Dressed, I went back down to the kitchen, and brewed another pot of coffee. I put everything on a tray and carried it up to my office.

Jenny was still reading the walls, so to speak. She'd found a pen and notepad and was feverishly making notes, just like any good editor would. One look at her face and I knew my assessment was correct -- I had a winner here. A thrill of excitement went through me. This was what I live for.
Jenny and I spent the next week working like dogs on the 100,000 words I'd managed to blog on to the Internet. We worked 16 hour days, barely stopping to eat. We used every food delivery service I could think of in the area. When we finally tired of pizza, I went shopping and brought home easily prepared meals from Edelweiss's elegant supermarket. 

I stored some of them in the freezer and kept out a few for the next couple of days.

I'd set up a quasi-office for Jenny in the guest bedroom, moving in a desk and chair, along with a TV and an extra fax machine I kept around for emergency purposes.

One night we went to my parents' hour for dinner, at my mother's insistence. I'd explained that we had no time to spare because of the deadline on the book, but Mom as usual wouldn't take no for an answer. 

Jenny had of course charmed my parents after five minutes. And my parents had done likewise with her. Even though Mom and Dad were about 10 years Jenny's senior, they had more in common with each other than Jenny and I did. 

Surprisingly for an enormously successful lawyer, Mom is an excellent cook. She loves spending time in the kitchen and I think she considers it her time of relaxation. Dad plays golf and Mom cooks, usually at the same time. So that whe Dad comes home from the golf course, Mom has a gourmet ready for their dining pleasure -- a perfect arrangement.

That night we had one of Mom's own inventions -- an Italian dish that was reminiscent of fettucine al fredo but that had an unusual flavor that Mom refused to identify.

Jenny and I each had two generous helpings. We were so tired of pizza and take-out that we thought we'd died and gone to food heaven.

After dinner, I cleaned up the dishes and put them in the dishwasher while Jenny and Mom and Dad had a grand old time talking about politics -- a subject I considered forbidden among new acquaintances. But it turned out that the three of them were in political agreement, so that instead of a discussion, it became a love fest.

Finished in the kitchen, I joined them in the oversized family room that Mom had christened the grand room -- a step up from what most people called the great room.

Dad had built a fire, and he and Mom were sitting together on one of the sofas, while Jenny relaxed in the recliner. I sat at the end of the other sofa and made the mistake of putting my feet up and leaning back on the end pillows. Within five minutes, or so Mom said, I had dozed off.

For awhile, the three of them didn't notice that I'd fallen asleep because they were so engrossed in their conversation But evidently, again according to Mom, I began to snore, which immediately got their attention.

Mom woke me up, gently, and I apologized for my rudeness, but no one thought anything of it.

On the way home, I started telling Jenny about a movie I'd seen last week, in one of my attempts to get my mind off my supposed but actually non-existent writer's block.

"You absolutely must go see Last Chance Harvey. It's excellent," I told Jenny.

"I don't think I know about, what did you call it, Last Chance Harry?" Jenny said.

"No, Last Chance Harvey. And how could you not know about it."

I proceeded to fill her in on basic plot of the sweet love story starring Dustin Hoffman and Emma Thompson.

"I laughed, I cried, I felt good. We'll go to see it while you're here -- I want to see it again, anyway," I told Jenny.

I'm a major movie aficionado and when I really like a movie, I go see it again right away. For example, I saw Titanic three times in one week when it first came out. for some reason that movie affected me deeply.

I've always loved movies, from childhood on. Romantic comedies are my favorite but I also like action adventures, spy movies, horror movies, et.c Most every kind of movie made, except porn, soft and hard. There is no redeeming value in porn and it degrades women unimaginably.

After Jenny and I arrived back at my condo, we continued to discuss movies. I asked her what her favorite movie was and I was quite surprised at her choice.

"American President with Michael Douglas and Annette Benning. Of, I know it's a romantic comedy but Michael Douglas portrays the kind of president our country so desperately needs.

That led us to a discussion of politics and Barack Obama. "So how do you think Obama is doing," Jenny asked, knowing that my parents and I had been great Obama supporters during the election.

I told her my reaction to the inauguration and how I had become a dedicated Obama watcher since that day.

"I log on to the White House site a couple of times a day and ready the blogs and watch the videos. I read the newspaper much more closely, especially the news analysis and the editorials. I now read Newsweek more closely also, concentrating on the DC articles. It's as though I can get enough Obama information. I've always been a clipper of newspaper and magazine articles but it's gotten even worse since I began my interest in Obama. Note, I'm not calling it an obsession, because it isn't."

I paused to take a breath and noticed that Jenny was staring at me. We were sitting at the counter in my kitchen, each having a glass of milk before heading up to bed.

"Girl," Jenny said slowly, "you've just described me the past few months. I've developed the same non-obsession with the man. This is interesting. And now, tell me what opinions you've formed about him and I'll tell you mine."

We shared our impressions and ideas and it turned out that we had the same overall opinions of the man. We both thought him an honest, dedicated, committed man, who was thoughtful in his words and actions, who had already made major strides toward fulfilling his campaign promises and living up to the rhetoric of his inaugural address.

We both felt in awe of what our country had done by electing its first black president. We both thought that America was sending the message of "Hey, I'm back and don't mess with me!"

I told Jenny about an amazing new Obama Web site I'd discovered. Because of my fascination with the man and his newborn presidency,I'd been regularly visiting the White House site. But it wasn't quite what I was looking for. It wasn't updated on a very timely basis and it focused more on what I considered propaganda -- Obama's agenda is what they called it. What I wanted to know was what the man was saying and during all the time. And what I found was a site called Obama 24/7.

The site included real-time blogs by Obama-watchers, detailing his every public move. The site has an RSS feature that notifies users whenever the site is updated. I warned Jenny that the site was addictive but she dismissed that idea.

"How could a Web site be addictive?" she demanded, somewhat naively I thought. How had she missed all the newspaper, magazine and television mentions of Internet addiction?
I smiled and said, "Let me show you, my dear. I'll be right back."

I ran up the back staircase to my office and brought my laptop down to the kitchen. 

I clicked on my bookmark to the site, and moved the laptop toward Jenny so she could explore the site.

Tentatively at first, then more decisively, she clicked through the site, pausing to read things that caught her interest. I read over her shoulder for about 15 minutes, then reached around and turned off the laptop. 

Jenny let out a wail that made me laugh. She looked at me, saw my laughter, processed what had just happened and groaned.

"You're right, dammit," she moaned. Then she took out one of the ubiquitous notepads she always carried and wrote down the URL.

"I'm a goner," she said with a smile.

____________________

Last night, Mom and I went to the show, as she calls it. I call it the movies and that’s a running joke with us. We went to see a new chick flick and Dad of course, opted out, as he should.  

Whenever it’s an action, shoot-em-up, we go as a family. But anything that even approaches a chick flick is totally off the radar for Dad. He doesn’t even want to know the name of the movie. Very funny. Sometimes I deliberately talk about the movies, including the plot, the characters, my review of the morning. I can see him wanting to get up and walk out the room, but he restrains himself, being the perfect gentleman that he is.

Anyway, the movie adventure had a potentially disastrous beginning. We were walking across the parking lot in front of the theater when I tripped. I remember throwing my arms forward to break or catch my fall but to no avail. I went down hard, on my face and on my knees.

Mom started to freak out, as she usually does when one of her babies is injured. She tried to insist on going back home but I wouldn’t hear of it.

“Mom, I’m fine. It’s just a little scrape.”

We argued back and forth, but I won, as I knew I would.

Inside the theater, Mom bought the tickets and the popcorn while I went to the rest room to check on my injuries. I gasped when I saw my face. I had a huge bloody scrape on the bridge of my nose, along with a couple of smaller abrasions, one on my cheek and one over my right eyebrow. I looked like I’d been in a losing boxing match. It was really bad and I felt self-conscious to be walking around looking like I’d been beat up. I hadn’t brought any make-up with me so that wasn’t an option.
I went into one of the rest room stalls to check out the status of my knees. I sort of remembered landing heavily on them, but my slacks appeared intact. In the stall, I saw just some redness and figured things were cool there.

We enjoyed the movie, although Mom kept checking on my condition and I had to keep reassuring her that I was perfectly okay.

On the drive home, Mom kept fussing over me and to my horror, insisting that we could make a drive by to the emergency room. Finally, to placate her, I agreed to call our family doctor in the morning. I knew I probably wouldn’t call, but tonight, agreeing to do so, would get her off my back. Don’t get me wrong – I totally love Mom and appreciate the love and caring she always has for Todd and me. But mostly, it’s too much, and I have to keep her at arm’s length.

When I finally got home, away from Mom’s concern, I was astounded to see the condition of my knees. They were both hugely swollen, especially the right one. It looked as though there were a baseball under the skin. I could see the beginnings of bruising on both knees and knew by morning, my knees would be hideously black and blue.

I've started working on an idea I have for a book based on Cara Douglas, one of my lifelong best friends. It stems from Cara's personality and her life adjustment problems. Her approach to life has fascinated since I met her when we were in elementary school.

She grew up in a less than well-to-do family. They weren't obviously poor -- they just didn't have very much money and her parents didn't have much education. Cara was the oldest of the Douglas' two children. She was two and a half years older than her brother.

Diana and I never went to Cara's house -- she always came to ours. We both assumed it was because her house was shabby. Later we found out that her father drank and she was afraid he would do or say something embarrassing or inappropriate so she never invited her friends over. He was a mechanic who worked with his hands. I saw him once outside their home when we three girls were riding our bikes around the various neighborhoods. He was a handsome man, in a rugged manly way.

Cara's mother was a tiny little woman who walked with a limp, a residual effect of a childhood bout with polio. I didn't get to know her until a few years after Cara and I became friends.

Cara was a pretty girl, and bright as all get out. Somehow, she developed a charm that drew people to her but none of the good things about her were enough. She had the lowest self-esteem that I've ever seen in anyone.

Cara was the top student in our elementary school class. She excelled in English, math, science, history. There was nothing that girl couldn't master. But she treated herself with a self-deprecation that made my head hurt. Even at the age of 12, I could recognize her low self-esteem and her self-disapproval.

I used to get furious with her when she put criticized herself or put herself down.
Of course, Diana and I went overboard the other way. We each thought ourselves the greatest thing since sliced bread. Our parents were always trying to burst the bubble of our egotism but it took years for us to get over ourselves.

Anyway, the task I've set myself now, almost 30 years later, is to understand how Cara's personality and low self-esteem got formed. As I mentioned I'm fascinated by Cara's dysfunctional personality.
She has brains and beauty and charm but because she thinks she's such a worthless failure, she goes through life fairly miserable.

I would never let her know what I'm doing. I don't think she would recognize herself if I wrote about her -- somehow people never do. And I would make sure to disguise everything so she wouldn't see any part of herself in my character.

She lived her life trying to please people, one of the most exhausting ways to live life. She married young and selected a man who would disapprove of her and look down on her, the same way her father had done. No matter how hard Cara tried, her father never gave her the love and approval and praise she so desperately wanted from him.

Her father died when she was 14 and she and I often wondered how her life might have  been different had that not happened. Two years later she fell in love with the man she eventually married. Jim was a good man n but absolutely the wrong man for Cara, just as she was absolutely the wrong woman for Jim.

JIm and Cara married young, when she was 19 and he was 20 and Cara spent the next 19 years putting herself down and letting Jim do the same.

There were times during those years when I almost couldn't stand to be her friend. I could see so clearly what she couldn't see at all. She had the lowest self-esteem I'd ever seen and she had no clue. 

Several times during the course of their marriage, Jim and Cara went to marriage counseling. They also each did individual counseling. I never got the impression that either  type of counseling helped. Neither of them ever seemed changed and the marriage continued its downhill course.

I'm sure the marriage would have eventually ended in divorce -- it had to, as dysfunctional as Jim and Cara were -- but fate intervened. Jim was in an auto accident that took his life.

I thought Cara was going to lose her mind from the loss of Jim. They were so tied together in their dysfunctional relationship that Cara was close to unable to function on her own, without Jim. 

Following Jim's death, Cara began a new, even more dysfunctional phase of her life. she made their home a shrine to him, with pictures of him everywhere. She couldn't bring herself to get rid of any of his things, and the house remained just as it had  been when he was alive.

She visited Jim's grave every day and kept it decorated with flowers and other memorabilia. I was very glad that they'd never had children. They would have scarred those kids for life. That may be an unfair statement but I believe it's the truth.

I don't know what to do about my friendship with Cara. Somehow it survived through the years of Jim's mental and verbal abuse of Cara but I wasn't sure it could survive what I perceived as her craziness.

It's difficult to try to maintain a normal, give-and-take friendship with someone who;s all take and no give. Cara wouldn't hear a word against Jim, now that he was gone, despite the fact that prior to his death, she never had a good word to say about him.

I'd never talked to anyone about Cara, not to our mutual best friend Diana or Matt or my Mom -- all of my normal confidants. It was as though if I told anyone about her and my reactions to her behavior and personality, they would think I was as crazy and dysfunctional as Cara.

Then, one day when I called Cara, there was no answer, which was unusual because she always had her cell with her and answered it religiously. I left a message on her cell  and expected a call back any moment. But she didn't call back. And that evening, Diana came by my house unannounced, not like her at all. She stood in my doorway, tears running down her face.

I led her inside, saying as gently as I could, "Di, what is it? Tell me what's wrong."
"It's Cara," Diana said in a whisper, then began to sob. 

I led her into my living room and sat her down on one of the sofas. I sat beside her, and gently draped my arm around her shoulders and let her cry. Even before she said the words, I knew what she was going to say.

"Cara's dead, isn't she?" I asked softly.

Diana nodded her head, but kept crying. We sat there for a few minutes, Diana crying and me gently patting her back, in an attempt to soothe her.

As I sat there, I thought about the fact that I wasn't crying. That told me how I'd given up on Cara.

Finally, Diana stopped crying. I left her alone long enough to go into the powder room off the entrance hall to get a box of Kleenex. She took the box gratefully and began to wipe her eyes and blow her nose. 

"Tell me what happened," I said gently. 

Diana shook her head slowly and said, "No one really knows what happened. Her next door neighbor found her this morning, lying on her sofa, not breathing. The neighbor had gone over because a delivery man had left a package for Cara at the neighbor's house. The neighbor and Cara had keys to each other's houses for emergency purposes, so the neighbor let herself in Cara's house.
Diana stopped her account and took a moment to blow her nose again, then continued.

"Inside she found lights on all over the house and Cara lying on the sofa, covered with an afghan, the jazz music cable channel  on TV. The neighbor tried to wake Cara and discovered she wasn't breathing. The neighbor called 911 but the paramedics said she'd been dead for several hours at least."

"How did you find out about it?" I asked.

"My Mom called and told me." 

I nodded, remembering that Diana's and Cara's mothers attended the same church and had been friends since their daughters were little.

"Do they know what caused it?" I asked, feeling that I was having to drag details out of Diana.

"No, they're going to do an autopsy tomorrow."

Diana and I looked at each other, knowing we were both thinking the same thing. Cara had gone so far off the deep end that we both feared she'd committed suicide. She certainly had more than enough ammunition, in the guise of drugs, to do the job 10 times over.

"Let's go have some tea," I said, feeling the need to move around and do something. Diana agreed and we walked together, arm-in-arm, to my kitchen.

Diana perched on one of the high stools at the kitchen island, while I prepared some raspberry tea for us. 

I put out a plate of butter cookies and began nibbling. Somehow hot tea and cookies could comfort us in our grief and bewilderment.

We sat in silence, sipping tea and eating cookies. It was almost 9 p.m. and I asked Di if she wanted to spend the night. She c onsidered my offer for a moment, but then refused, saying she needed to get ready for a meeting she had first thing in the morning.

I gave her a hug and walked her out to her car. 

"Call me if you learn anything," I said, knowing she'd hear something before I did.

Di agreed and drove off down the road, driving more slowly than her usual speed-demon way.

Last week I went to symphony in St. Louis. One of Mom's clients gave her his box seats but at the last minute, she and Dad couldn't go so she gave the tickets to me. I debated trying to find someone to go with me but decided to go alone, although that meant one of the tickets would go to waste.
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