My Other Life





Introduction


Like so many millions before us we dreamed of coming to America.......


A long distance telephone conversation with my eldest daughter caused me to reflect over the past seventeen years, most particularly the last fifteen. So much happened. If anyone had told me my life would take the turn that it did, I would have told them they were crazy!


Flicking through the channels, skipping hastily over the Spanish station, although not quickly enough to miss a few Spanish syllables, my mind flashes back to the horror of that morning fifteen years ago.


It could have been an ordinary everyday motel room. Everything looked familiar, even to the screwed down television - that is, until it was turned on. That was when we remembered where we were and our stomachs felt like they had turned upside down. Instead of the friendly faces we were used to seeing on the breakfast show, we were hearing Spanish and seeing unfamiliar faces.


By now our stomachs had knotted up, together with the rest of our body muscles. We felt ill as realization dawned – we were in Mexico but fervently wishing it was not so. It was then that the horror of the previous day was relived with excruciating alarm; the truth of the matter was we were in untold trouble and somehow we had to extricate ourselves.


How had we managed to get ourselves into this situation? We had done unwise, even stupid things before, but this was different....


Until that time most of our lives had been so 'normal', so naive.


Did we dream it all? No, it really happened, in my other life it seems.
*
*
*
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Chapter I
In the beginning.......



I was born during a freak snowstorm, February, 1947. My father enjoyed telling the story of how he had to trek through three feet of snow, (I tend to think that was a slight exaggeration), to visit my mother and myself at the hospital. Adding to the confusion, immediately after I appeared on the scene a nurse mistakenly informed my parents their new pride and joy was a boy.  


Mum and dad were older than most new parents; my mother was thirty six and dad forty, when I was born. They married in 1938, less than a year before World War II was declared in Europe, a turbulent time and certainly not one to bring a new baby into the world, so they chose to wait until the war was over before starting a family.
*
*
*

 My parents, Henry and Lily were both born and raised in England.  Their parents however, my paternal grandparents, Harris and Bessie were not. They emigrated to England from around the Latvia area, near Riga, in what was the USSR, around the last quarter of the 19th century. 


Back in the old country they would have lived in what was commonly known as a shtetl, or village, where Jews were allowed to settle. The shtetle had everything that was needed to live their rather drab, hard lives. They had their kosher butcher, baker, milkman, their own newspaper printed in Yiddish, everything really except money and security. They never knew when they would be raided by the Cossacks next (the Tsar's army). Nobody knew when  a pogrom (anti Jewish riot) would arise. The Russian government decided those things, supposedly to prevent the Jewish population from spreading across the country, unless they converted to Christian orthodox, in that case they were fairly safe. 


The pogroms would vary in intensity, from marauding mobs shouting insults to being forced out by arsonists having set fire to their humble abodes, or the front door would be kicked in and the family be dragged out? There were many times when people were dragged out of their homes and beaten to death. The inhabitants were usually cowering inside their shacks, having turned all the lights out wondering what would happen this time. That was their lifestyle, from one pogrom to the next, never sure and always on edge, yet somehow living their lives in as normal a way as possible. Children played in the streets, mothers sang to their children and talked in gatherings to their neighbors, catching up with the latest news. 


The rabbi and the synagogue were the center of the community. Everyone took their problems, questions and queries about anything and everything to the rabbi. Probably the second most important individual in this community was the Yenta, (the matchmaker), whose sole purpose was to find husbands and wives for the sons and daughters of the families. The youngsters often dreaded their turn. They had no dowry and nothing to tempt a good looking partner, consequently the person chosen would often be plain, a lot older than they, and unattractive. However 'beggars couldn't be choosers'. It wasn't even unusual for the the bride or groom to meet their new partner for the first time under the chuppah at their own wedding.   
* 
* 
*



Grandfather, Harris, was reputed to be a drunk, hopelessly unreliable and apparently a downright nuisance. At family functions he usually succeeded in embarrassing everyone, especially his children. My father, Harris's youngest son, was the one whose shoulders the responsibility habitually fell to, to take the old man home. There were five older siblings any one of whom could have helped out. (I discovered years later that Harris passed away in an insane asylum as a hopeless drunk)

I know nothing about my maternal grandparents. My mother's father died when she was only two leaving her mother to raise five other daughters. It was hard for her and she finished up putting two of the girls in an orphanage for a few years. Rosie and Ray never forgot their time in the orphanage, nor did they let their siblings ever forget it. My mother's mother died just nine months after my parents were married.

When World War two was declared in Europe in September nineteen thirty nine, dad enlisted in the army serving in the Royal Corp. of Signals. He operated as a code breaker for the first two years, translating from German to English. Due to his knowledge of Yiddish, (three quarters of which is German) he was very good at it, this made him popular with many of the senior officers. The other four years he served in India. He admitted to having a cushy war. He was rather proud of the fact that he didn't have to use his gun. 


An example of how frivolous things were, this is a letter regarding the 'quality of the paper provided by the 'welfare section'. 
“2392376 /Corp. Stidder J.H.,

No. 1 Radio Security Company,

Royal Signals, INDIA COMMAND




3rd July 1945
Mr & Mrs. Slasberg

Corporal Slasberg was complaining this morning about the quality of the paper which is provided for him by the 'welfare' section, and he explained that a letter written on the paper supplied by me this week was hardly readable.

I hope that this letter will be accepted as my apology for the terrible stuff we have to 'issue' these days, and I hope that Henry will explain that, after his complaint, I have “laid on” much better quality correspondence material.

In actual fact he's just pinched MY ink!!!!


Kind regards,



Yours sincerely



J.H. Stidder”

He contracted malaria during his stay in India and was promptly sent off for treatment to a sanitarium in the hills to cool off and convalesce. He had it pretty good there for a while. I have fond memories of dad telling me about the evening he spent at an army show at which one of the stars was a British singer by the name of Vera Lynn, a very popular singer, and dad's favorite, during the war and after. She had a lovely voice and dad was totally in love with her. However the thrill of the evening for him was when she invited some of the soldiers up onto the stage with her to help her sing everybody's favorite song, They'll be bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover. That night singing with her on that stage in India was the highlight of his life. When he talked about it he grinned from ear to ear, the like of which nobody saw any other time.

*
 *
 *

I vaguely remember my paternal grandmother, Betsy. She lived in the basement flat of an old three storey house in the East End of London. Her flat comprised a large living room with a kitchen at one end. I don't recall ever seeing her bedroom. There was no bathroom; the toilet was an outhouse and I have no idea how she and all the others managed to keep clean, not having a bath, but she did. One day mum, dad and myself visited her. My dress got dirty from going too close to the kitchen while she was preparing some tea. In her Russian accent she gently told me that I belonged in the living room, and she belonged in the kitchen, wagging her finger at me, whereupon she promptly took off my white dress with tiny black spots, and rinsed it out. 
* 
*
 *

Mum, now a war bride occupied her time working alongside four of her sisters, in a very well known delicatessen by the name of Kramers, in Petticoat Lane market in East London. The girls were commonly known as the Marks girls, (a lot easier to pronounce than their real name). Petticoat Lane market sold everything from food, of every description, to clothes and housewares. During the war it was frequented by many American GI's. Often when I was alone with her she told me about the gifts she and her sisters were given by the yanks. Nylon stockings, chocolate, butter and a whole gamut of other goodies that were unavailable, forbidden fruits in a time of strict war-time rationing. 

She loved her job as so many women at that time did, being unaccustomed to being away from home and working for a living. Suddenly life was more interesting and liberating. The customers loved her, she was pretty, charming and full of fun, the youngest and prettiest of her five sisters. Five feet five, slim but not skinny, dark brown curly hair teased into waves in the old fashioned style, and a great big smile that showed off pearl-like teeth.  
* 
*
 *

 
The East end of London was nothing more than a self inflicted ghetto. Most of the Jewish population of London from the last quarter of the nineteenth century, through the nineteen fifties, settled and congregated in those areas, until much later when they dispersed and moved out to the the suburbs. 

Housing was less expensive, being older and rather rough in places, many were slum-like, but with all of that they felt more comfortable among their own people. Like the shtetles of old they had their own familiar grocery stores and kosher butchers. 

London was bombed severely during the war, especially east London being one of the poorest neighborhoods, and the docks were very close, making the area an obvious target for the enemy. Nobody knew whether they would have a home to go home to after a day's work, or if it would be reduced to a pile of bricks as so many found to their horror. The dread of not being able to find their relatives or children was constant. When the siren sounded, men, women and children ran to the nearest air raid shelter, for many that would be the nearest underground railway station. Others built underground bunkers with grass or dirt roofs in their back yards, if they were lucky enough to have a yard. Or they would simply grab the nearest child and run like hell down the stairs to the cellar, which most of the houses had. 

Mum and three of her sisters were evacuated to Scotland to stay with friends for a few months during the worst of the blitz. It was fairly common for the lucky few to be evacuated somewhere quieter and safer, sometimes just for short periods of time. Quite often children were sent away for their safety, without their parents, to stay with strangers in country areas. 


Poor things, they were given name tags to hang around their necks, put on trains to their various destinations in the hope that the family or person who was providing them with shelter, would treat them kindly. Many did, but not all. 


The constant bombing and the threat of being killed or rendered homeless was very stressful especially when the Germans started sending over V2 rockets, commonly called “buzz bombs”. Unlike the regular bombs, there were no warning sirens, just a kind of whistle as they came down. Some described the sound as they were dropping as an 'eerie scream', with no time to run. They simply prayed and waited.


Dad returned home in late 1945, after the war ended and of course mum had to give up her beloved job and return to being a housewife and dad got work as an insurance agent, then went to work with his brother as a tailor. He worked in the rag trade for the rest of his working life. 
As many others did, in the early 1950's they moved to the suburbs. To begin with they shared a house with one of dad's brothers' and his wife, then into the upper floor of a large creaky old house. 


Due to the intense bombing during the war, many of which fell just a few miles away from the house mum and dad lived in. A large number of the houses had been so badly shaken they became impossible to heat properly. That was the case with our house, it always seemed freezing cold. I dreaded having a bath, I shivered and shook the whole time and the water never stayed warm for long.


The house was on the corner, or junction of two roads and commonly known as double-fronted, with rooms on the left and right sides of the hallway. The ground or first floor of the house was already occupied by Ida and her mother who had lived there for several years. Ida, her mother and my parents became good friends, Ida's mother adored my mother ―  the feeling was mutual. 


When my mother became pregnant with me, Ida's mother died so it made sense for my parents and Ida to reverse their living accommodation.  

*
 *
 *

Ida was small and plump with the warmest smile you ever saw. She began to think of me as her daughter and I loved her as I would a grandmother. Kindness oozed out of every part of her. She was my 'auntie Ida'.

I was around three when my mother was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. It had come upon her quite suddenly while walking with one of her sisters. It didn't take long to affect her ability to walk and soon was unable to go anywhere or do much of anything without help. Her inability to get around took it's toll. As a result of this she was unable to go outside for any reason, on her own, and was unable to take me out anywhere. Auntie Ida took on the job with gusto. She took me to London, to the ballet at Covent Garden, to museums, art galleries even sometimes to work with her. She let me play with the typewriters in the office, which I loved. (I often attribute my choice of occupation to that). She worked for a very well known film studios ― quite often there would be a famous actor or actress visiting which added to the thrill.  

*
*
*


Small for my age and chubby with unfashionably curly-hair. I was miserable at home and at school. But there was one teacher I will remember to the end of my days. It was in my first year at school, and the teacher's name was Mrs. Rotsey. The day I walked into her classroom she complimented me on my nice neat school uniform (school uniform was optional but my parents liked the fact that there was no argument or discussion as to what I wore for school). She told me I looked very nice and smart in my crisp white shirt, tie, and navy blue pleated skirt, complete with navy blue blazer, with HS (Highlands School) emblazoned on the pocket. She knew instinctively that I needed that boost in confidence, and how right she was. I never forgot it and it never happened again.


Painfully shy I actively avoided speaking or doing anything in front of anyone including close family. In class I dreaded the times when the teacher would make us stand on chairs to answer questions.  I remember with horror the day I actually wet my pants with terror while standing on the chair! And then there was the time at the start of a physical education lesson that I hid behind the coats in the cloakroom to avoid having to take part. But I always got caught. That, of course only made things worse, I became a laughing stock, it was a nightmare. 


The only real friend I had was an Israeli girl, Ilana, who was also very shy. She was dark skinned and couldn't speak English, with the exception of “bang bang” referring to the gun shots she and her family constantly heard back home. Her father and stepmother had brought her and two of her siblings out of Israel because of the Suez crisis in 1956. Like me she was also shy to undress in public, very self conscious of the darkness of her skin. There were no immigrants of color in England at that time. It was a very white world.


Ilana and I hit it off right from the start, we were two peas in a pod. We visited each others homes although I was made more welcome by her family than she was from mine! We remained friends all the way through school and beyond into adulthood. She and her family returned to Israel when she left school at sixteen, but we kept in touch. 


At that time, the 1950's, there were very few Jews at the local school, it made things difficult. Jews were not really liked even by most of the teachers ―  we were an unknown commodity.

Apart from Ilana, there were probably three other Jewish girls in the large school, and we stuck together like glue. Especially during recess which was when the bullying took place in the playground. One girl and her friend, both much bigger than I, backed me into the school railings calling me a dirty Jew, adding that I should go home. On this one occasion I became uncharacteristically angry, marched into the school straight to the principal's office, to report the incident. I didn't think any more about it until break time was over. When I passed the principal's office to my next class I was surprised and pleased to see the two bullies facing the wall. It was the first time I had acted positively and stood up for myself. My complaint had been heard and followed up with the girls 

being punished. It made me feel so much better about myself.

My grades were always bad. At examination time, at the end of the school year almost without fail I did exceptionally badly, coming almost bottom of a class of thirty odd students. Those results were reflected in the written reports that I took home to show my parents. The thought of that practically caused me to shake in my shoes knowing how dad would  rant and rave and call me all kinds of stupid. Mum took it in her stride not really caring that much, she had other things to worry about. One end of term, after exams I stupidly attempted to alter the grade on my report along with the exam results. The alteration was obvious, dad knew instantly it was my clumsy handiwork, which just made him angrier than ever. 


There was some relief during the summer holidays when for one week in the year we took a vacation to the seaside, to the same unexciting place each and every year for ten solid years. 


Clacton-on-Sea  was mostly populated by retired people and the very young who expected no more or less from a holiday. For me it was a welcome break from the bullying and the everyday routine. It was also nice for my mother who managed to acquire some color in her cheeks.

*
*
*

Chapter II
Growing Up

Auntie Ida wasn't shy when it came to showing and giving love.   She hated it when dad shouted at me, but kept quiet usually walking away but then made an extra fuss of me to make up for the hurt that showed in my face. Every Sunday morning, year after year, up to and including my wedding day, Ida would cook us both breakfast in her kitchen upstairs. Sometimes she would grill kippers, other times eggs which we ate together; a welcome treat and escape for me ― it was the highlight of my week. But her frequent praise was what made the biggest difference to me ― it boosted my seriously sagging self esteem, worsening as the years passed. I have a memory of standing behind our half glazed hall door, being so scared of I know not what, and pooping in my pants which I then had to try and hide the evidence and clean myself. At family functions I was constantly being reminded how different I was from other girls of my age. They didn't mean to be nasty but I always felt downgraded. Except my uncle Will. He was nice to me and would dance  me around the dance floor at family functions where no one else would.  He was one of my father's eldest brothers. He fought in World War 1 and was gassed. I think he was always affected by that, to some extent, but he never made much of it. He and his wife, Minnie lived on the same street as us, and he had a car when no one else in the family did. A big black Ford. 

I left school at fifteen and half because a neighbor, Rita, offered me a job. I was in bed when the doorbell rang one night. Dad went to answer the door and let Rita in. I could barely hear snippets of the conversation but apparently there was a job going at the company she worked at as a senior secretary in a leather factory in London. Knowing I was in the process of training as a shorthand typist she thought it would be a good opportunity for me. I was to work, she said, in her office, typing, taking dictation in shorthand and answering the telephone when needed. The agreement between Rita and her bosses was that I would be allowed to continue on-the-job training. 


I had planned on staying on at school for an extra six months to finish the course. I needed to brush up on my shorthand speed, because of this lack of speed, after working for a couple of weeks, the bosses couldn't be bothered to wait for me and I was put to work on the old style plug switchboard system. I hadn't been trained for that. I was terrible at it and it turned me into a nervous wreck. I continually disconnected callers because of nervousness, and terror of my bad-tempered bosses who regularly yelled from one end of the office to the other. 

The large basement area of the factory was large and busy with a strong aroma of leather that wafted over the entire place, which I liked. Many people busily making shoes, coats, jackets and all kinds of other accessories. I enjoyed my frequent trips down there taking messages for someone or other; it was a welcome break from the tiresome atmosphere of the office upstairs. 


One of the male employees, Sidney, was very friendly towards me, he complimented me in different ways and gave me presents. I was flattered even though he was probably old enough to be my father. Probably if I had had a normal home life I wouldn't have given him a second look but my self image was so bad that I liked the attention. We went out a couple of times, not to the movies or anywhere nice but instead we petted in his car. I was fifteen and inexperienced. He was probably in his fifties. I was lucky he had enough decency to be responsible and not go overboard, and so nothing untoward happened. The 'friendship' ended without any drama. 


Then I met an undertaker in a coffee bar near my work. Bobby's flat was in a large tenement block in the east end of London, not somewhere you would want to be walking in the dark. His flat smelled stale like last week's cooking, and so did he.

As I reflect I'm horrified at my behavior, I took so many risks and yet somehow came through it relatively unscathed. I'm not entirely sure how that miracle happened, it's still a mystery to me. 


I stuck it out at the leather factory for six months or so then a string of similar jobs followed. As a result of leaving school prematurely, I didn't complete my commercial course and I finished up dropping shorthand, but I did manage to maintain a good standard of typing which got me through. 
 
*
*
*

My dear friend Ilana had returned with her family to Israel and I still had few friends. I couldn't bear the idea of going home after work, I dreaded it. The only way I felt I could escape was not to go home, but was painfully aware that what I was doing was simply delaying the inevitable. I spent hours in coffee bars, usually alone but occasionally, if I was lucky a work colleague or two would join me. Staying out after work and arriving home very late at night didn't do anything for my situation at home. I knew I was asking for trouble but somehow couldn't help myself. On arriving home, sometimes after midnight, dad would act like a madman. It was one such morning that I returned home after staying out all night with Bobby, my undertaker friend! In the early hours of the morning as I unlocked the front door, there was dad. He grabbed hold of me, dragging me by the hair down the street to the police station, about quarter of a mile from home. Once there he announced to everyone that they should keep me, that they (the police) should do whatever they wanted with me as long as I didn't go back home ― he didn't want me. A police woman tried to pacify him while separating the two of us, then another police woman escorted me into another room. She was very kind and seeing the situation clearly she talked to me for a couple of hours, until things settled down and I could return home. 


It was the swinging sixties in London, jobs were plentiful even for someone whose skills were a little shaky, but I did okay. I could, and did walk out of one job in the morning and walk into another one after lunch. I was never out of work. 

As mum's condition deteriorated so did the tension at home, but the day Cindy called to invite me to go to the youth club with her was the start of something new for me. After all the stupid running around with unsuitable boys and men this was indeed refreshing. I was excited at the idea of actually spending time with decent boys and girls. I agreed to go with her the following Tuesday and it was there on that fateful evening that I met Harvey. 

*
*
*


December 18, my parents' wedding anniversary. Mum had fallen again, unable to get up and she called in the neighbor to help. Because of similar incidents in the past, the neighbors suggested we have a bell installed and fix an extension to their house so that when this sort of thing had happened mum could, if necessary, crawl to the bell on the wall, push it and the neighbor would know to come in. Our front door was always semi open so that tradesmen and neighbors could come in without bothering to ring the doorbell. All the locals knew our situation. 
This sort of thing had happened many times before but there was something different about this. Dad was a mess, he didn't know what to do except to call the family doctor, who was a wonderful kindly man. In the past he had taken time out of his day to visit with my mother, to hold her hand and just keep her company for a while. 


That fateful day dad told him if something wasn't done soon about getting his wife into the hospital, he would do something desperate. He was in a terrible state, repeating over and over that 'he was going to put his head in the gas oven.' Nothing he said made any sense. That particular day our doctor was actually more concerned about dad's state of mind than he was about mum! He said they would get her into the hospital straight away and suggested he go out and get her a few things to take into the hospital with her. 

It was almost Christmas and a band played Christmas music and carol singers were out in the main shopping center when dad passed by in a very distressed state. He said later if he had had a gun he would have shot every member of that band just to shut them up. He couldn't bear the sound of happiness, he was in such a dark place.


After what seemed an eternity the ambulance arrived to take mum to the hospital where she stayed until she passed away four months later.

* 
*
 *

Chapter III

Harvey

One month to the day after my mother passed away Harvey was playing table tennis with his friend Mike. We had to pass right by the table tennis table as we climbed the stairs to the cloakroom. Our eyes met; he missed his shot as he turned his head toward me. I inquired of my friend who he was and whether she knew him, giving her the third degree. I wanted to know about this good looking boy. Cindy knew him. She told me his name was Harvey and promised to introduce us. She was as good as her word. As soon as the guys finished their game I was dragged over to meet him. (I never quite figured out which one of us was the most timid). Later when club dispersed, a few people, Cindy included, arranged to go to the local Wimpy Bar for coffee. I was invited to go along and so was Harvey. As there were too many of us for one car we would go in two cars, however as we drew near the others gradually dropped out leaving Harvey and myself at the coffee bar together. Two very shy people who were attracted to each other but tongue-tied.   


Small in stature, five feet four with thick dark brown very curly hair, hazel eyes and olive skin. He was my soul mate from the start, shy and like me had low self esteem. 

His domineering mother had 'encouraged' him to become a hairdressers apprentice when he was fifteen, following in the footsteps of herself and several other members of their family. He, feeling rather bullied by her, did just that and served his apprenticeship, a little less than the usual three years. He was good at his job and began work as a barber. He was a likable guy, like his father. Both men were easygoing, happy-go-lucky and always ready with a joke and a smile.  

Sarah was envious of everyone she knew, especially those she considered as having anything more or better than herself. Her envy even extended to her husband and son. 


She had worked hard to buy their house. As a child Harvey lived in Plaistow, an area of east London―a slum. Barely ten years after the end of the war, all around were bomb sites, ugly but the children loved to play in them. Harvey was no exception. He and his friends played inside the bombed out houses, some of which only had beams where the floor had once been. Many times the buildings would collapse and children were injured or worse. This happened to Harvey. The building he and his playmates were messing around in collapsed and some of his friends were hurt. The news of this disaster got back to his mother who was told that Harvey had been one of the kids in the building at the time. It wasn't true but she panicked, as any mother would. When he returned home, all in one piece, she gave him one hell of a wallop, out of sheer panic and relief. After that she vowed that somehow they would better themselves and move to a better neighborhood. And after several more moves, through thrift and endeavor they did exactly that. She had worked hard to get what she had but she never let anyone forget it.

 
His father, Charles, who Harvey favored, was a sweet man, very aware of his wife's changing moods and temper. The story went that years before when he met Sarah at a family function, he was already engaged to be married to someone else. It was an arranged marriage, (still quite common among Jewish people at that time). However Sarah decided she wanted him for herself and somehow forced the couple to break up. 


Charles, or Charley as he was affectionately known idolized Jack Benny, the performer. When he came on stage with his violin and that special little smile he wore, Charlie was in heaven. He really wanted to play the violin but didn't own one. One birthday Harvey bought him an inexpensive one just so that he could pick it up and act like Jack Benny. He was so happy to have it. He told us it was the best birthday present he ever had. He couldn't play it but he didn't care, he could imitate Jack Benny and that was enough for him.



* 
* 
*


Our first date was memorable, we arranged to go to the local movie theater. Neither of us drove so we went by bus. We planned to meet outside the theater but that evening it poured with rain. My new navy-blue leather shoes, bought especially for the occasion were all but ruined. At the beginning of the evening I looked nice but by the time I reached the theater my feet were squelching in my shoes. By the time we both arrived we were soaked and looked a complete mess, but rather than put us off, that first inauspicious date seemed to cement our relationship, it became something we would always remember and laugh about.

During the following months we met at youth club meetings and group outings. It seemed like it was taking forever for him to even kiss me goodnight. I was getting impatient, I really liked him a lot, however when he did it was so worth the wait. After that there was no turning back. We dated regularly, going to the youth club, dancing at the Lyceum ballroom (we were hopeless dancers but we didn't care). 


The Lyceum with its large dance floor, huge crystal ball hanging from the high ceiling and upstairs gallery was a remnant of the past although it had also had several 'lives', seemingly being brought back from the dead several times. It had been very fashionable during the nineteenth century for its tea-dances; drinking tea while watching the dancing below.


The following spring we surprised everyone with the news that we were going on holiday to Spain together, for two weeks. It was uncommon in those days in our society for an unwed couple to go away together. 


Harvey had been overseas before with friends, but I had not and was really excited. We booked separate rooms in a nice but modest hotel overlooking the Mediterranean sea. (I was determined to stay a virgin until I married and Harvey respected that.

It was on that vacation in a night club with champagne and a fine meal that Harvey formally proposed. For the first time I was completely happy. As soon as we arrived home we announced the good news. Dad's reaction was somewhat expected, he was pleased and relieved and a little surprised. 


October of the same year dad made us a lovely engagement party in a reception hall nearby, and the wedding was planned for the following November. As custom dictated dad paid for the whole thing. He had been made redundant from the company he had worked at for twenty five years and he received a nice sum of money from the company. He wanted to spend it on our wedding, “that would have been what your mother would have wanted”, he said, and he was right, it was her dream to see me married.


1968 was a busy year. Planning the wedding with all of its problems, and there were many. Arguments arose between dad and Sarah nearly driving everyone out of their minds. All we wanted was to get married and be happy, instead of which we had to contend with Sarah's constant complaints about who sat where and with whom, because of some idiotic argument someone had years ago that was most likely forgotten by the other person anyway. Dad had a terrible time maintaining his composure, which he did amazingly well in the circumstances, much to our surprise and relief. Later that same year we bought our first home, a very modest older house that needed a lot of work, but it was ours, our own front door where we could shut the rest of the world out and be happy. We only ever had eyes for each other.

17th November 1968, the day of the wedding had arrived. It was a traditional Jewish service in the synagogue close by, finished off with a beautiful reception, a day that mum would have been so proud of. Auntie Ida was deliriously happy all day.  

We honeymooned in a nice hotel in central London, convenient for all the nightlife. A friend who worked in a travel and theater agency gave us a wedding gift of tickets to see a play or show at one or other of the famous theaters in town, and Auntie Ida gave us tickets to two film premiers. Every night of our honeymoon was spent out on the town. It was thrilling, however throughout our merrymaking we looked forward to going home.

We were like kids let loose in a toy shop, we were so happy and in love, it was the first time in my life that I had felt so completely happy. Each and every morning we went to our respective jobs coming home in the evening to be together in a way that I could not have imagined, and once home we could shut the front door and forget about the rest of the world.  It was our own little haven. 
Chapter IV

Family

November 1970 brought celebrations of a different kind. This time it was the birth of our first baby girl, Ruth. Dad was completely won over, he was head over heels in love with his first grandchild. 


A second daughter, Moraine, came along fifteen months later but I developed postpartum depression. As there were little or no resources I could go to for help at that time, I felt isolated with no one to turn to ― my mother-in-law lived close by but I didn't feel comfortable confiding in her. 


There were days when I felt so bad that I was on the brink of asking Harvey not to leave me alone with the children for fear of losing my temper with them, but I knew he had to go to work. If he thought I was in danger of hurting the babies he would have stayed home, (we couldn't afford that). Or he would have worried all day long, so I kept quiet. 
Somehow I kept it together but only barely. I was stressed out and depressed, and very scared. We moved house that year too, a bigger, nicer home in a better neighborhood. With two children we needed a little more space, but along with the nicer home brought a higher mortgage putting even more of a strain on us, but we muddled through although I'm not entirely sure how

 The girls were now two and three respectively and enrolled in kindergarten. It was the first time Ruth had been away from me but there were no tears, she just took the teachers hand and walked away holding her hand without a care. Relief flooded through me knowing she was happy, and would have a different environment for a few hours. Moraine attended the same kindergarten a year later but it didn't suit her personality. She didn't fit in, so as soon as I could I moved her to another one that she liked more. 

*
*
*


Life was changing for me now. Taking the children to and from play school and meeting other mothers I began to actually “get a life”, at last I made friends. We met during the school holidays taking our respective children on the train and bus. We visited all kinds of museums, art galleries and stately homes. The children learned and had fun all at the same time, and so did we. We joined the parent teachers association and had enormous fun at the organized quiz evenings, meetings, and outings. 

Both girls did well at school, Ruth was a tomboy, she loved sports and joined the school gym club, always a very confident little girl and made friends easily. Moraine was much quieter and shy, an artist like her dad. When the girls were enrolled in girl guides a magical thing happened. They went away to guide camp for three days. Instead of hanging our heads and waiting for them to come home, like most of the other parents did, we took the ferry across the channel and went to Paris for the weekend. It was the first time since the girls were born that we were a couple again.


There was never a lot of money to spare but we did what we could to enjoy our newfound freedom, despite our continued financial restraints we managed to take a vacation every year. Holiday camps were great for the kids and the parents ― we took every advantage they offered. It was the specially trained staff whose job it was to keep the children (and the adults at times), entertained and happy while we, the parents were able to do our own thing. The 'entertainment crew' wore different colored jackets so that one could see instantly who to turn to when needed. 


The time came though that we outgrew holiday camps, instead going overseas was much more to our liking. We took the girls to France, Italy, Spain and Greece, always staying in hotels that had facilities for children so as to give us peace of mind while we went off on our own. It was such a treat for us to get out of England, even with our seemingly constant concerns about money we were determined to take our vacations overseas. This was made possible with the help of one of Harvey's clients' who owned a nearby travel agency. 

*
*
*

 When the girls reached fourteen and fifteen I returned to work. To begin with I worked as hostess in the local McDonald's, clearing tables and dealing with customers, then I was put on to cooking the fries and burgers, which I didn't like, I was exhausted at the end of my shift, just when the girls were due to finish school for the day. That lasted two weeks. The next job was in a small local, family-owned clothes store, working afternoons for a delightful man. Ruth was something of a rebel with a sharp tongue, and at times I was hurt by what she said. My boss, Mr Stella, listened to all my woes and concerns, dried my tears and was a great shoulder to cry on when needed, which was often. However after two years I made up my mind to get back into office work, I left my job and the 'shoulder' I had become so familiar with. 


During the years I had been a stay-at-home mum I had completely missed the computer age. When I retired from work, before my kids were born, I had used an electronic typewriter, now it was all computers and I didn't have a clue. I needed to learn from scratch so I enrolled in a short evening school course and little by little I made my way back into secretarial work.

*
 * 
*



After so many years of hairdressing Harvey began to tire of it. He still enjoyed cutting hair and the social aspect of it but when it came to the business side, keeping the books up to date, he was hopeless ― he hated anything involving math ― he only had to glance at a row of numbers and he would develop a headache! 

 He had dreams but couldn't quite figure out what they meant. The desire for the “good things in life,” whatever they were had always been in him. It wasn't that he wanted things, he cared nothing for buying, it was simply a change of pace. To be at peace with himself and not feel like he was playing catch-up all the time. We had both become frustrated with our lives in England ― needing to be able to travel overseas, to get out into the rest of the world. 


As soon as the girls were old enough to stay home by themselves  we could spread our wings as far as our finances would allow and travel further afield and more adventurously than before. In any case the girls needed to do their own thing now, they didn't want to traipse around with mum and dad any more. 


First on the list was Disney World in Florida. Our fifteenth wedding anniversary was approaching and Harvey was in bed with the flu; I had the crazy idea of surprising him with a trip to Florida. He had always wanted to go and it would make a great anniversary present. He was delighted and we had a great time. Next was a trip to New York. Unfortunately I got mugged on the subway and had my gold Star of David stolen off my neck, thankfully I was not hurt. It was funny in a way. According to the rules of our travel insurance we had to report the loss of my star to the police so that we could claim on our insurance when we got home. We were on our way back after visiting the statue of liberty and stopped at the nearest police station; I think it was the seventeenth precinct and our first time in an American police station. We were shown to a seat by an officer behind a gate. We glanced around at the unusual arrangement of loads of cops behind iron grilles. The security was something we were not used to. On the small table next to us was a box of bright green stickers with seventeenth precinct on it. We took one each and put them in our pockets. Then we noticed cameras all around and realized we must have been seen. We felt pretty stupid but nobody said anything and we guessed that was what they were there for. 

*
*
*



Our vacations gradually got more and more adventurous as we went along. We had a lot of fun but we were careless, and at times irresponsible. There were so many instances where we were 'lucky' to come out in one piece. Like the time we overspent on our credit card in New York. After seeing an advertisement for a show in Manhattan at Radio City Music Hall, “Night of 1000 stars”. The lineup was staggering and we decided it was unmissable ― the tickets were purchased with our credit card and that was when realization dawned, we were virtually out of money! ― we had the tickets and the show was wonderful, but as we sat in those prized seats, oohing and aahing our stomachs flip-flopped from being thrilled to sickened. From indescribable excitement one minute to downright terror and a feeling of nausea the next, was something we had never felt before, but would feel again, years later...... 


With the show ended we continued to feel nauseous. The tickets were already purchased for the next leg of our trip to Miami and we knew we had to continue with it. 


We arrived at Miami in an area we later discovered was known as 'drug heaven.' Once out of the airport terminal we sort of stood there wearing warm jackets in the boiling hot sun, carrying two large bags. It must have looked very odd indeed. Somehow a 'sainted' taxi driver plucked us off the street. After briefly explaining our pathetic situation to him he took us on a tour of the hotels insisting we inspect the room in each one, not letting us out of his sight until we found a hotel that he felt was decent and safe. The one we chose had obviously been very swish in its day but had gone to seed. It was very inexpensive, rather shabby thick red carpet in the lobby and in our room, but whatever it lacked the owners made up for. They were elderly eastern European Jews. Stella and Stephen couldn't do enough to help us, they were so thrilled to have us staying there. Every time one of us went down to the lobby either Stella or Stephen, sometimes both together, asked if there was anything we needed. The room was large with a stove, a double bed and a refrigerator but no way of heating water to make a cup of tea. I went downstairs to ask if they had a kettle to boil water. Stephen was at the desk and as soon as he understood what I was asking for he  motioned for me to follow him to a cupboard. Upon opening the cupboard door I was amazed to see it overflowing with kitchen utensils. 


Pots and pans were everywhere, then Stephen disappeared into the cupboard throwing all kinds of utensils around muttering out loud, “kettle, kettle, kettle” in his Slavik accent until one magically appeared.  

The following day we contacted our youngest daughter to wire through some funds and after a couple of days we were able to get to the bank and pick up our money, and amazingly we survived. 

* 
*
 *


The problem we had with going on vacation was going home, which we never wanted to do but knew we had to. It never was quite clear to us why it was that we felt so frustrated with the country that we, and our parents had been born and raised in. Perhaps it was the seemingly everlasting sunless sky and the permanently damp climate. It could even have been the depressing atmosphere, or the negativity of what seemed like everyone we knew. Possibly it was a combination of all those things. Even though some of our trips had been fraught with risks our eyes had been opened in a way they never had before. We felt really alive. People we met were actually friendly, unlike England. They smiled at us and wished us a good day. That was different. We wanted to live in America. It became an obsession. 


Everyone, from our so-called friends, to the taxi driver who took us home from the grocery store, told us we were crazy, that it was extremely difficult to emigrate; this we discovered for ourselves but much later. 

How would we accomplish this dream? Was it possible, and if it was, did we dare? It was a question that was constantly in the forefront of our minds. 

As a couple we had been happy in our almost twenty-seven years together. We rarely argued even with our occasional hardships; our closeness was the envy of most of our friends, until he got sick.   

*
*
*

Chapter V

Sickness

 Harvey contracted flu-like symptoms accompanied by a hacking cough; he was prescribed antibiotics by the doctor. We followed the doctor's instructions to the letter but the symptoms worsened. Another visit to the doctor, and again another prescription for more antibiotics, and still the symptoms persisted. A friend of our daughter, Ruth was visiting at the time, and she recommended a holistic practitioner. We made an appointment to visit their offices a few days later. 


The iridologists were a married couple in middle age, their practice was their flat in Pimlico, London. Very comfortable without being showy.  


`After a very intensive examination of his eyes, the diagnosis was Candida, a  yeast infection for which the iridologists prescribed herbs, together with a strict yeast and sugar free diet. 



We were amazed with all the information they derived from simply  examining the eyes, it didn't seem possible that so much information about the body could be learned from this one organ.


At last something made sense and the treatment seemed to be working. But then another problem arose, he developed a chronic case of insomnia. No matter how tired he was when he tried to sleep it just wouldn't come. 


It wasn't long before he was going to work full time on very little sleep and he became so exhausted he could barely function.  He lived his life on auto pilot, trance like. He moved and talked but it seemed like nothing was going on inside. The situation was becoming desperate; after hours of tossing and turning he stayed awake. Then he started going into the living room to get a large drink of whiskey returning to bed stinking of booze. It made him feel bad mentally and physically; he wasn't a drinker and no matter how much he drank it didn't help, it just made him dopey.  

I don't remember exactly how we discovered it but a long time later, after he recovered, we discovered his insomnia was largely due to drinking too much coffee; it was a revelation; it made so much sense. We thought a lot about it and remembered that throughout the whole sorry interlude, he had not yawned. It seemed such a silly thing but it was an important discovery.


During his illness our relationship had changed. My total concentration was on Harvey, I could barely think of anything or anyone else. 


Our lives took on a new look, unable to make social plans because as each day came and went neither of us knew when or if he would sleep. If he hadn't slept the night before he was irritable and seemed to be mentally disturbed, crying and losing his temper, in a moment. Our lives, it seemed, depended on his sleep pattern! It was so unlike him. He had changed from the easy going man I knew and loved to a man who was closed and not affectionate any more; hardly recognizable at times and difficult to deal with, especially for the girls. Although though they were grown they didn't understand what was going on with him –  they became impatient with him and with me. It was awful, there was a tension in the house that had not been there before.  


It became obvious we had to get away, and this time a prolonged trip was needed  – our normal two week vacation was not going to work this time. The girls were now living independently and we no longer had family commitments―as long as we had someone reliable to manage the salon while we were away, we could take as much time as necessary. 
Harvey's father had lots of friends, his health was good and was living in an assisted living facility. He had become their star attraction, his personality shone through. 


A couple of years before my dad had become senile and we had been forced to place him a nursing home for his own safety. 


The plan was to fly to America and backpack across the country for six months. We locked up the house, put all valuables away in the loft for safekeeping, then we took our courage in our hands and flew to Washington DC. 


The trip of our life was beginning and was indeed the trip of our dreams, visiting places we had only read about in magazines or seen on television. 

*
*
*
Chapter VI

The Trip

Armed with our trusty guidebook and a big backpack each we set off on a six month trip across America. The greyhound bus was to take us in a southwesterly direction, staying mostly in youth hostels with their diverse and usually friendly residents. 


We flew into Washington DC, spent a couple of days visiting every museum and monument we could. From there we traveled to Williamsburg, Virginia, staying in a bed and breakfast in a private home. The room was pristine, we were scared to touch anything – a plush off white carpet finished off the effect. 


Our first morning started on a bad note. I visited the bathroom (in the hallway next to the bedroom). I had finished showering and returned  to our room, but the door was closed and locked. Try as I might I could not get him to let me in! After repeated knocking and calling he reluctantly opened the door. He had a very worried look on his face and was terribly embarrassed. With a towel wrapped around me, still standing in the doorway of the bedroom, I saw the reason of his embarrassment. While I was in the bathroom he had had stomach cramps which resulted in an uncontrollable case of diarrhea. 

Not having anything he could use to 'go' in, he did what he had to do right there, on the almost white plush carpet, in the middle of the room. He simply couldn't help himself. He panicked, we both did, it was a terrible mess. We spent the next hour trying to clean it up with some special cleaner we had brought with, in case of emergencies. This certainly qualified. We did a reasonably good job on it too, it just left a small mark. Luckily for us it was Sunday and the homeowners were at church. We had to get out of there quick; we felt suffocated and went out for a walk to clear our heads and while walking we decided to leave the accommodation pronto, before the owners arrived home. Quickly we threw our stuff into the backpacks and checked out, leaving enough money for one night on the hall table and 'escaped' before Mr & Mrs. Preston returned and would see the patch on the carpet. No more private homes for us, it was going to be a motel this time.

Continuing on our way southwest, to Memphis. An avid Elvis Presley fan I had to visit Graceland, then more bus journeys westward. 
We were so excited to see the places we had dreamed of visiting all our lives, like New Orleans; it was next on our list.  


The hostel in New Orleans was a very strange one. In the back was a courtyard surrounded by bits and pieces of the hostel. The interesting part was the pool in the courtyard. It was inhabited by alligators, four of them, as well as various other forms of fish, which regularly got eaten by the gators of course. The other interesting thing about that place was the cabins. 

Being a couple we wanted to be together and there were no actual double rooms. Most visitors slept in dorms. For couples like us who wanted to stay together there were these metal-roofed cabins that sort of 'hung' above the gator filled pool. The first night we stayed in the cabin there was a big storm. The rain on the metal roof echoed, sounding like horses galloping, and the wind shook the cabin so much we didn't know if we would survive it. It felt like we were being carried off somewhere! From there we traveled by bus and train across the states to El Paso, Texas, and on to New Mexico. 


Next stop Flagstaff, Arizona. Our eldest daughter had stayed there the previous year and loved it. We stayed in a crazy but fun hostel. Yet another experience unlike any other with regular Saturday night fancy dress parties. The first Saturday we were there it was a toga party. The togas were bed sheets and the pins to tie them were provided by the hostel. It was huge fun and so was watching everyone consume the most amazing amount of alcohol. There was rarely anyone left at the end of the evening that was sober, except myself and Harvey.

After about a month, the longest we stayed any one place we moved on to Tucson, Bisby, Santa Fe and Albuquerque then on to California. 


In Tucson we stayed at a hostel/hotel. It was old and famous for all the famous and infamous people who had stayed there in the past. The only problem with it was the disco on the first floor. Our room was on the fourth floor and when the music started in the disco downstairs it could be heard and felt in every room in the hotel. We could feel the vibration of it in bed! When we went down to the desk to complain the clerk gave us ear plugs especially provided for the guests! We left the following day but not before visiting Tombstone. What an interesting place that was especially Boot Hill cemetery with all of its famous and infamous history.
 
Gradually we headed towards California for our final couple of weeks. 


Relaxing on the beach in Santa Barbara we noticed an article in the local newspaper written by an English immigration attorney. It was obviously written for people like us, desperate! As we read further our interest turned into excitement so as soon as we could we called the attorney's office and made an appointment for the following day. 

During the consultation the attorney laid out the guidelines and informed us of the cost. It would be three thousand dollars which we had to pay in advance.  As we listened to him talk we grew more and more excited but tried very hard not to show it. With two more weeks of our trip remaining instead of dreading the thought of returning home, we felt positive –  we could do this. 

* 
*
 *


The decision still had not been made as to where in the States we wanted to settle. Harvey had really liked Pismo Beach in California, but it was unrealistic. The prices of properties near the beach were too high for us and there was nothing going on in the winter time. How would we make a living? It wasn't feasible. Then sitting on the bus in San Francisco Harvey asked me if I had any thoughts on the matter. I certainly did. I had fallen in love with Arizona. Flagstaff had won my heart. I loved the place and it was a practical decision for the investment we had been told we had to make. 
So it was, the plans were progressing and starting to come together. We were happy even though we were due to fly home. After six months of the most eventful and exciting experiences of our lives we flew home with a new purpose.


As soon as we returned home we made plans for the biggest and most daring move we would ever make. It was a leap of faith. We debated whether or not we were doing the right thing for ourselves, but one thing was crystal clear to us, under no circumstances did we intend to live the rest of our lives with regrets. We refused to grow old like so many others, saying 'if only'. It was now or never and as Harvey said, “what's the worst thing that could happen?”    

Moving swiftly ahead we put our home and business on the market; we sold two thirds of our household and personal belongings - things that until then had seemed so important to me. It was all let go, lightening the load, giving us a feeling of freedom we had never experienced before. We kept a small amount of personal items and a few favorite pieces of furniture and off-loaded the rest. 


All sales were complete early the following year and arrangements were made for our remaining possessions to be shipped to the States. We were ready to take the plunge.  

June 30, 1996 was a very exciting and nerve-wracking day in our lives, it was the day we flew out of England for the last time. Without a backward glance, like excited children we felt utterly free as though we had been in prison for years and were now reborn. A new life was just beginning. A dream come true.

* 
* 
*
Chapter VII

Living the Dream 

Once we landed in America the first item on the agenda was to check into the hostel we had stayed in on our trip the previous year. We had made arrangements with the management to work for our keep, cleaning rooms and any other needed work, enabling us to save money for the investment we had to make. 


We had sold our house in England and the salon and had quite a lot of money from those sales enabling us to buy a business. Harvey wasn't happy about the idea of running another business, he had just got rid of one, but if that was what we had to do then that's what we would do. Barely one month after we arrived in the States, with the help of a realtor  we had been in contact with for months, we found a business to buy. Henri hadn't been too hopeful that we would find a business in a good location on our budget, but there it was. A ready-made fully stocked store selling folk art from around the world, and native American jewelry. The location could not have been better. It was in the middle of town with lots of people, locals and tourists, milling around. 


We liked the idea of selling this kind of inventory, it felt good to us and it was interesting― the customers who looked at the items seemed like interesting people. 


Then incredibly just two weeks after that we found and purchased a home, again with the help of Henri. As if all that wasn't enough, a couple of weeks later a reporter and photographer from the local newspaper came down to the store to interview us and take photographs.  They had heard about us from the previous owners and wanted to write a piece on our story. It was a whirlwind.


Although Harvey had not wanted to run another business it did give him the opportunity to realize another dream, which was to read tarot cards. The way the store was set up allowed him to do just that. 
Above and overlooking the main floor was a small gallery area, reached from an old iron curved staircase. It was private and a perfect space to see clients, even including a small table and chairs under a low, old fashioned tin ceiling.


Harvey's reputation as a tarot card reader swiftly grew. He was liked by everyone he came into contact with. It wasn't unusual for people to travel quite long distances to see him. 

We realized quite soon after taking over the business that this was real, that we had a lot to learn, practically and spiritually; a whole new world had opened up and continued to do so every day, a world we knew nothing about, but we were about to get a hell of an education.


While I helped customers in the shop area, Harvey did tarot readings upstairs, a guy arrived on his bicycle with a large framed painting under his arm. He walked into the store, introduced himself and asked if we would hang his painting, and “maybe we could sell it for him”. He had read the article in the newspaper and wanted to meet this curious English couple. 


John was Native American, a striking man, charming and interesting. He was an ex marine, twice married and an alcoholic. Whenever he was around he drank out of his travel mug, but it did not hold water, it was gin. 


We knew nothing of alcoholism, but this was a part of our continued education.

*
*
*


 Suddenly the telephone rang, Harvey answered it. The caller was a colleague of our attorney in California. As far as we knew our immigration papers were in the process of being prepared and filed. But this telephone call told us different. Ann told him that whilst her office had received all the required and numerous documentation during the recent months, she added “the required visa would likely be refused this time.” The reason, she went on to explain was the lack of profitability of the business; it was not sufficient to support us and the two girls we had hired. It was true, business had been rather slow but nevertheless we were shocked by this news.

The visa in question was an investors visa, and we simply were not making enough money to comply with the regulations. Ann further informed us that we could re-apply the following year. This was terrible news; we had been led to believe the visa was in the pipeline, or had we merely assumed it was? Did that mean we would have to pay the attorney another fee? I watched the color fade from Harvey’s face during the conversation. His expression had gradually changed as he continued to talk. I tried to listen but all I could hear was Harvey's responses and it didn't sound good. As we glanced at each other I saw that Harvey's face was trembling. After hanging up the phone he told me all that had been said. Our immediate response was, “oh no, now what do we do?” We had already paid three thousand five hundred dollars, which according to Sidney, the original attorney, would cover all the costs. At no time had there been any mention of a possible snag. Or perhaps we hadn’t wanted to hear it! 

On the contrary, Sidney had made it sound like normal procedure. Now it looked like we might have to start over. In the meantime, Ann suggested, as our current paperwork had expired we should either fly back to England for a period of time, then return to the States getting our passports re-stamped in the process. “Alternatively”, she said, “we could travel down to Mexico, cross the border and re-enter getting our passports re stamped that way.” 

 It sounded straightforward. It was neither economically nor emotionally viable for us to return to Britain for any length of time. And so after many discussions with friends, and each other, it was decided with many misgivings that we would be driven by a friend, in our own car, down to the Mexican border. 


As the matter appeared to be urgent there was no time to waste, so three days later we made the trip. 


The seven hour drive down to Nogales was spent quietly, neither of us saying very much. I felt strange and nervous and I knew Harvey did too. What was going on? We arrived at the border checkpoint at four in the afternoon equipped with a large backpack each holding enough clothes to last for a couple of days, and enough money for a similar length of time. We parked our recently purchased old blue Plymouth Reliant in a parking garage on the American side, and together with our American friend proceeded through border control. The plan was to go through immigration, do a quick turnaround into the States, getting our passports re-stamped. After lining up with lots of Mexican and American citizens on the way back into America, it was our turn. The immigration officers examined our passports and papers we were stopped. It seemed Harvey’s papers were not in order, there was something missing. We were taken to one side and questioned, then we were escorted upstairs for yet more questioning. Ann had emphasized that should we need to give immigration any information, under no circumstances should we tell them we had bought a business. 


She also warned us against taking anything that could give that away. “It would likely jeopardize any chance of ever getting a permanent visa.” The interview began:


Question: “When did you arrive in the United States?”  

Answer:  “End of June 1996.”


Question: “What did you live on financially?”  

Answer: “Living off the rent received from the house in the United Kingdom.”

Question: “Where had they been staying?”


Answer: “At the Dombie Hostel”. 


Question: “What have you been living on?”


Answer:   “Working our keep, cleaning rooms etc.”

Oops, that was obviously the wrong thing to say, apparently even though we were not actually earning money, cleaning and helping out at the hostel in exchange for rent was classified as working, and was against the rules. It was becoming obvious we were in deep trouble, the extent of which we had yet to discover. This was not like overspending on a credit card, or getting on the wrong bus!

The questioning went on and on. My initial fears were realized but I had no idea what those fears had entailed. It was such unknown territory, in our wildest dreams we couldn’t have imagined this. We were interviewed a further three hours, strictly complying with Ann's instructions. 


Then Mac, one of the border guards proceeded to unceremoniously stamp canceled in our passports. Then without even being allowed to make a telephone call we were 'escorted' to the door, back into Mexico; the very door we had just come through, so full of hope. Dumbfounded and terrified knowing we only had a tiny amount of money on us we desperately needed to contact our bank, to arrange for some cash to be wired through. But we were frozen, unable to move or speak or think. There we were stranded in a strange country without benefit of speaking the language, and would soon be out of money. Our young friend who had driven us down soon realized there was a problem. He did the only thing he could do which was to drive the car back home and leave us to face the music; to find accommodation. We had been directed to a small hotel just a few yards from the border. Once reality hit us and our senses returned, we made tracks down the street. We found the hotel, checked in and was shown to our room although we were still in a state of shock. Once safely in the room and alone we threw our sparse baggage onto the tiled floor, and ourselves onto the bed with a thud. We felt unreal. After an initial silence we went over what had happened and what to do now. The border between the two countries was clearly visible through the window. We could see the neon signs of corporate America, McDonald's and Burger King, even Walmart, the very essence of America. So close yet so far― it was torture. We didn't want to be there. That evening we tried our best to relax, watching the television in Spanish without understanding a word, then went to bed. (I never understood how we managed to sleep that night but we did). The following day was Sunday and as we awoke the events of the previous day came flooding back. I felt that same nauseous feeling in my stomach I had felt before. I was terrified to look at Harvey's face knowing he would be devastated. We talked it over and made up our minds to go back to border control and tell the truth, to anyone who would listen  – this time we would ignore Ann's advice and follow our own judgment and intuition. How much worse could it get?

Showered and dressed we prepared to return to border control and spill our guts. We were shown into an office― a supervisor was sitting at his desk and listened to our story. His relaxed attitude surprised us, he suggested we contact our attorney advising him of the current situation and to ask them to fax us all the correspondence in our case. He said “as soon as we receive the faxed paperwork we should take the bus to Hermosillo, to the American consulate. Once there we should show them the paperwork.” He added “we would then be likely issued with new visas”.

Our fears turned to relief. It sounded simple. 

It took numerous attempts to call the States from the payphones in the street, however we eventually succeeded in getting a call put through to the attorney’s office. Harvey told Sidney what had happened but he was no help whatsoever, he said it was our fault, however he did agree to fax the paperwork to the hotel we were staying at. 
Armed with a stack of  papers we followed directions to the bus stop, boarded a very crowded, rickety bus and proceeded to do the noisy, hot, four-hour trip to Hermosillo. Once there we found a fairly good and cheap hotel, then took a leisurely walk through the pretty tree-lined streets to the American consulate.


Hot and sweaty from the walk in the heat of the sun we arrived at the consulate. Nervously we proceeded to the reception desk and attempted to explain our strange situation to the clerk. She told us we would have to return the following morning at seven, however she must have sensed our desperation― the expression on our faces probably gave it away. She cut through the red tape letting us into the waiting room which was a little less than half full with people of all different ages. Looking around at the drab surroundings, we assumed like us, everyone else was waiting for passports and visas. We sat and waited on the hard metal chairs looking around at other people, wondering what their story was. Could they have a similar one to ours? No, not possible. At last it was our turn. We approached the counter tentatively and proceeded to explain what we needed, expecting the clerk to ask to see the paperwork, but she didn't―there were no questions asked. We needed only to fill out the relevant forms and by the end of the day we had new visas. Somewhat relieved we stepped out of the building into the bright sunshine. But we had a new problem. My mind had been so foggy with all of the events going through my head, I wasn't thinking. Instead of taking a bag and keeping my wallet safe, I had just grabbed it, holding it in my hand along with the other stuff I was carrying. Consequently the wallet containing some cash and our debit card, the only card we had was lost. Back we went into the building, retracing our steps, inquiring of an assortment of English speaking people if they had seen a black wallet on the ground. Nobody had. It was one thing after another―my brain wasn't functioning properly, the wallet had to be somewhere. How could I have been so stupid? By now neither of us seemed capable of taking charge of anything. We could neither think nor see straight. Without our debit card we couldn't withdraw any cash and were almost broke―we didn't know which way to turn. How would we pay the hotel bill, or eat?. Our checkbook was useless. Trying to find someone to cash a personal check was hopeless  – money exchange offices were numerous, we walked from one to another without success. It was late in the afternoon, almost the end of the working day, any chance of finding somewhere now was very unlikely and it was getting dark. Once again the feeling of desperation set in. We even called the police from a booth telling them we were stranded. Stupidly we thought maybe we could sleep in a cell or something, even that had to be better than sleeping on the streets, didn't it? Of course the police were not in the least bit interested, they probably thought we were crazy, and so we were. 


Almost without hope we stepped out of the telephone booth between throngs of people returning home from work, along with students coming and going from the impressive university building close by. 


Desperately trying to think of alternatives but beginning to realize our worst fears, we resigned ourselves to joining the poorest of the population, the beggars, and sleep on the street. Yet, as we stood on the street corner, pathetic and helpless, our heads buzzing, trying to think of alternatives, a woman approached us. She must have been watching and wondering why this oldish odd looking couple were hanging around with such worried expressions. She spoke English and listening to our plight she realized our situation was serious. She told us to follow her into the university to talk to a friend of hers, who she said might be able to help. We had to trust her, and her friend. He in turn, after listening to our story contacted a friend of his who worked at the consulate. He agreed to come out and meet us, and again we explained what had happened, leaving nothing out. 

The first thing he did was drive us back to the hotel and paid our bill, then he bought us dinner and promised to collect us the following morning to go to the bus station. That at least enabled us to return to the safety of the hotel and get a restful night’s sleep. As good as his word Hank arrived at seven the next morning, ready and waiting to escort us to the bus station. He bought our return tickets, and prepared ourselves to face the dreaded immigration control yet again.

Back on the bus for another four-hour trip Harvey was once again smiling and feeling confident, the worry lines had somehow melted away. 


At border control complete with our big red backpacks and clutching new visas in rather sweaty hands  – we wanted to get it over with, to pass through the dreaded barrier back into America and put the events of the past couple of days behind us. Harvey was convinced we would now be able to 'go home' but I wasn't so confident. I had an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach ― I felt it was too good to be true. Could it really be that simple?, but I didn’t voice my fears,     not wanting to worry him further. 

It began simply enough, the routine uncomfortably familiar, then horror of horrors, who should we see but Mac….. and worse, he had recognized us from the last time. He greeted us with what appeared to be glee. He grabbed our passports containing the newly issued visas. All explanations fell on deaf ears. 


“You don’t have the right to have the kind of visas that have been issued to you,” he said, and yet again we were taken upstairs, past crowds of people, some of whom also looked as though they were destined for the same treatment. By this time Mac had passed us onto another unsympathetic individual. Harvey was almost in tears, I was scared to look at him. We pleaded with the official to call Hank, promising to do so, he left. Nervously waiting for him to return, staring gloomily at the stark gray walls, watching the multitude of people busily talking. The official returned about thirty minutes later claiming he had called Hank, but added  “he had been told a different story”. Our version of events were disregarded. In disbelief we were shown to yet another huge office for more questioning. 

Several uniformed and plain-clothed personnel were sitting at desks, some typing statements of other unfortunates, others questioning. Sitting close by, slumped in the corner of a chair was an elderly gentleman whom we assumed had gone through his interrogation and was waiting to be dealt with further. His ashen face was grim. We were then separated, each of us taken to a different office. At least last time we had each other, now we were on our own and had to give separate statements. At the end of the 'interviews', Harvey and I were together again. We were informed that we would have to attend a hearing some time soon but no date as yet. Our passports were never returned. Eventually after several frightful hours we were once again escorted through that instantly recognizable door, back into Mexico. This ritual was becoming horribly familiar. Again we asked to use the telephone and again we were refused, instead we were directed to a hotel down the street. They said we would be able to call from there. We walked in the direction of the hotel, past women and children sitting in the dirty curb, begging. Some of the mothers were nursing their babies right there on the curbside. It had rained and the gutters were alive with goodness knows what swimming around. It was a sight we had never witnessed before even with all of our traveling, and never wanted to again. Then we passed a church with its huge carved wooden doors standing open. As we glanced in we saw an array of gold, silver and other precious ornamentation. 

The comparison, the inequality and terrible hardship of the women begging with their babies was shocking to us. It was an education.


The large pink hotel was a short walk from the border. Opulently decorated, with crystal chandeliers and dark, highly carved furniture in the foyer. It was obviously a popular hotel for well-heeled Americans. 
Approaching the desk gingerly, most likely looking awful having survived the past two days with virtually no money and very few clothes, we asked to use the telephone. Having been assured that we would be able to use the phone there, and that the staff spoke good English, but the desk clerk was extremely unhelpful, denying all knowledge of the English language. Then suddenly a man and woman who had been waiting to be escorted to their room, rose out of their seats offering to help. They spoke good English and after hearing Harvey's impassioned speech to the hotel clerk, John and Judith inquired of us how they could help. They were fluent in Spanish and assured us everything would be okay, that we shouldn't worry and that they would help in any way they could. Harvey explained what had happened as the four us walked out of the hotel. 

Our new friends were a little older than us, we guessed around sixty. They originated from South America and now lived in New Jersey having taken their vacation in south America, touring and visiting family. Their vacation now over they were traveling back home. John helped Harvey call the attorneys office so they would be aware of the latest events, then another call to our home bank to arrange a transfer of money. As if they hadn't already helped us enough, John then offered us the spare double bed in their large hotel room, for the night, then took us for a Chinese meal. Their kindness was unbelievable, like angels from heaven. We had a lovely meal with enough left over to take back with us to the hotel for later. 


Nobody could have known then but that meal and that bed could possibly have saved our lives, at the very least it saved us from starving and sleeping on the street. It had looked increasingly like the last two options could be a reality.


Early the next morning while our benefactors were preparing to leave they told us they had paid for another night, “to give you some breathing space”, they said. Harvey was confident that it wouldn’t be needed, he told them, “Don’t worry, our money will be arriving and we will be just fine.” However we accepted with gratitude their extreme generosity. 



After breakfast, (cold leftovers from the Chinese meal the night before), we took a walk to the post office. The clerk spoke a little English ― she told us that the cash from our bank wouldn’t actually come to her office and promptly gave us the appropriate directions, explaining that the money probably wouldn't be there for at least an hour.  


While we waited we made a collect call from a booth to the bank to confirm that the money had indeed been sent. After being assured it was on its way we sat on a street bench in the bright sunshine and waited. A little over an hour later we carefully followed the directions to the bank. We were surprised at how smart-looking the bank was compared with most of the buildings around it. The uniformed doorman standing in front of the revolving glass doors nodded politely to us as he opened the door for us to enter.


Once seated at the counter we tried to explain our predicament to the clerk. It was difficult, she didn't speak English and couldn't understand what we were trying to say to her. She then disappeared into a back room, then returned a few moments later. Then realization dawned, the expression on the clerk's face told the story better than any words could. The money was not there. The staff had no idea what we were talking about. Our continued and desperate attempts to explain to the clerks fell on deaf ears. They shook their heads at each other, obviously puzzled. It was no use. We returned to the post office to talk to the clerk. At least she spoke a little English.


It was obvious to whoever we came into contact with that we were very troubled. The post office clerk was very kind and as helpful as she could be. She told us her name was Adriana and said she would telephone the bank herself and explain the situation to them. They replied that the money was likely to be 'in the system' somewhere, that it would probably show up the next day. The next day came and was equally frustrating. It was now Thursday and still no money had arrived. We went back and forth calling our home bank to keep them in the picture, but the money was still not there. Then horror of horrors, this time we were told it wouldn't be there until at least the following Monday, four days without any money. The following day was a public holiday. Now what would we do?,we had to try again to get a check cashed. With barely enough money to pay for that night’s hotel we returned to our room exhausted and brain dead.

Through all of the previous days' trials I had been the stronger one but finally even I threw in the towel. I'd had enough and slumped onto the bed sobbing, unable to think. My mind was a blur, never before had I gone to pieces in that way. Now it was Harvey's turn to take over. He was muttering under his breath, “there has to be an alternative” and picked up the telephone directory not really knowing what he was looking for. Suddenly though he breathed an audible sigh of relief ― he had found a branch of our bank just across the border. To me that didn't sound very helpful but I was just too tired to say so. Harvey said he needed to go out to think and smoke a cigarette. He wandered a short distance just around the corner from our hotel and found a money exchange office we had missed before. He explained the situation to them and was told that they also had an account at the same bank as us. The manager agreed to take the rather faded, dog eared check to the bank the following morning. We had to trust him, how much worse could it possibly get? Harvey returned to the room with the good news ― we both cried with relief. 


It was almost funny. I remembered a very funny comedy skit Peter Sellars had done many years before about him carrying around a dog-eared, dirty check that nobody would take. How similar this was!

We decided to take a walk and get some much needed air. We wandered a bit then stopped at what appeared to be a tobacconist shop to get some cigarettes. While we waited for the shopkeeper to return Harvey noticed that in the back there was what looked like a hotel, of sorts. Very seedy and poorly lit but he could just see one or two raggedy-looking people who he presumed were residents. They looked as though they were on the run from something or someone, and the beds they had been laying on were just dirty looking mattresses on the equally dirty floor. However with the distinct possibility of running out of money again we inquired what the cost would be for a room. The clerk who looked as though he had just got out of bed after a very rough night, asked in his broken English what we were doing there. There wasn't much to lose, how much worse could it get? We told him everything, all the events of the past few days. He suggested we find someone to smuggle us across the border, he knew someone he said. He could see we were interested in his suggestion so he promised to get more details, telling us to return later that day. We did so a couple of hours later. He confirmed that it was indeed possible but very expensive and risky. 


The seed of an idea was planted, we were desperate enough to do anything.


The next morning we took the dog-eared check to the exchange office as suggested and handed it over to the counter clerk, then waited in line. Watching the big black limousine drive off at high speed we wondered what would happen now. After the limo disappeared into traffic an interminable wait was in store. We had no idea how long the wait would be so we busied ourselves watching people go from store to store. Many Americans out for the day buying bargains unconcerned and unknowing that this couple who watched them was in the most dire trouble. We hoped and prayed it would be done, and that we wouldn’t be cheated, but what could we do? An hour or two passed then magically the limo returned and the money was in our hands. The guy who had cashed the check also suggested we get smuggled across the border. He too knew someone. Harvey asked him what the cost would be, he answered two thousand dollars to Tucson or three thousand all the way home. 


It was a lot of money and of course more than we had with us, but it now appeared to be the only way we were ever going to get out of Mexico. If that was the cost it would just have to be found somehow, it was just too crazy. It was unbelievable that we were actually considering such a thing. We left saying we would think about it.


We now had two hundred dollars and were able to pay the hotel bill and eat. When had we eaten last? it seemed like forever and we were hungry. 

Sitting at one of the many taco stands we had been eyeing with longing, but didn't have the money for any of the delicious smelling food. We ordered tacos and quietly discussed the possibility of being smuggled across the border. Was this something we could do? It was becoming ever more obvious to us that people did it, but surely not an old married couple from Europe, it was ludicrous but so was the situation we were in.


Harvey returned to the dark smelly hotel to get an idea what this other guy would charge. He needed to speak to the guy who had first made the suggestion but was told he was out and was expected back in a few minutes. Harvey waited outside feeling uncomfortable standing there smoking a cigarette on the street corner with so many unsavory looking characters hanging around and gave up on that particular setup. It didn't take a genius to figure out there was something strange about that place.


We agreed to go to Tucson, once there we could make some calls and just maybe a friend would drive down to get us, or we could get the bus home. 


It was food for thought as we returned to the hotel room and watched the television in Spanish. It was frustrating, we were understandably nervous but at least we had something to think about. The following day while eating lunch in a large busy cafeteria, we got chatting with a friendly American couple who were sitting in the booth behind. 

Shirley, pretty with shoulder-length blond hair, and Jim, a handsome African American, we guessed in their early thirties. They had overheard snippets of our conversation, apologizing profusely for appearing to be nosy. Admitting they were curious to know what we were doing there. Glancing at each other for just a moment, knowing as always what the other was thinking, we told our story. 


After hearing the saga their faces blazed with amazement and shock surprised us with an offer to smuggle us across the border themselves in their pick-up truck, on their way home. They told us they had a pile of coats and other items in the back that we could hide under. 
Taken aback by their brave and kind offer for which we thanked them profusely, but gently declined their generosity, reason being they had a cute, curly-haired three-year-old son and it would have been much too dangerous for them. Grudgingly they accepted our refusal, wished us the best of luck and we exchanged telephone numbers, with a promise to contact if and when we got home. As they exited the restaurant they called and wished us luck, we watched and waved through the window as they walked down the street with their little boy in the middle, holding hands. After a few minutes they returned with a young Mexican guy. He was introduced to us as Pedro ― he also offered to smuggle us across the border, to Phoenix, at a cost of one thousand dollars ― it was a good deal. Phoenix was a lot safer than Tucson and nearer home. The deal was made and that night we went to bed feeling somewhat relieved. 


At one the following morning Pedro telephoned our room from the lobby of the hotel. He explained to Harvey, who had gone down to meet him, that he had been to a party with some friends, got drunk and been stopped by the police who impounded his car. He asked for money to get the car out of impound but Harvey told him he didn't have much money. He returned to bed annoyed and confused, and I couldn't get back to sleep try as I might, the situation was just too troubling. It was painfully obvious that this guy was not to be trusted. The perils of such a thing were numerous under any circumstances, and Pedro was just not responsible enough. After much discussion we opted to pay the extra and just maybe arrive home in one piece. In any event we really hadn’t thought it through, we had panicked, we didn’t have the cash to pay Pedro or anyone else until we got home. The choice was made to pay the extra thousand dollars to be taken all the way home. The plan was once we were safely home, the three of us would go to the bank, withdraw the money from our account and pay the coyote. Cash on delivery so to speak. At least that way we would be sure of getting there and not be stranded in the desert like so many other unfortunates had been. 


The following day we relaxed for the first time, enjoying the beautiful spring weather. We walked stopping here and there to look in shop windows, even looked inside a couple of the stores admiring the colorful and unusual folk art, and clothes on sale there. “What a pity, under different circumstances we could have replenished the store inventory”. The next stop was an ice cream parlor. We had strawberry and ice cream desserts then walked some more and on down to the square. We had visited the square before when we needed to get some quiet time. It was perfect. 

It was in the middle of a very busy, noisy town but it had a peaceful feel to it. Large trees all around housing a myriad of singing birds, large heavy wooden Spanish style benches dotted around the edges, decorated with brightly painted ceramic tiles. We sat on a bench listening to the birds, away from the cacophony of the rest of town, and looked at some artwork an artist was displaying on the fence, then sat down again admiring the beautiful old church/school backing onto the square. It was Sunday, the church bells chimed the start of services – it was very peaceful and relaxing. 


We could almost hear our muscles thanking us for allowing them to relax.


Adriana, the lady from the post office stopped by on her way home from church accompanied by her little girl. We chatted for a few minutes while we told her the story – we knew she was curious. We were surprised when she gave us her telephone number and address with the offer of a temporary home in case of an emergency. It was difficult to believe such generosity from another total stranger. 


We informed Pedro when he called the next day that we didn't require his services after all. We found it hard to believe that he still, after the shenanigans of the night before, that we would still want to 'hire his services' and naturally he was not very happy to lose out on such a nice lump of money. He tried hard to change our minds but he could see we were unmovable. Sharp at eleven the next morning we returned to the bank for a last- ditch attempt at getting our money, which of course had not arrived. This time we were advised to return at four that afternoon. 


By this time we realized it was a complete waste of time and yet we agreed to try once more. At four that afternoon we returned, and again sat grimly waiting, foolishly hoping the money would magically appear. Then suddenly Harvey started to shake violently from head to toe. I thought he was going to have a heart attack but after a few minutes the shaking subsided and he calmed down. This was just too much. The routine was just too familiar―the money had not been found. We had arranged to meet the coyote at three that afternoon, but because of the delay at the bank it was postponed until four thirty. 

*
*
*

Chapter VIII

Escape

The time had come.

The coyotes had agreed to take us all the way home and be paid when we were 'delivered'; cash on delivery, so to speak. We met them at their office after collecting our backpacks from the hotel but we were emphatically told we couldn’t take them, we were not allowed to take anything, not even a purse. We dumped our luggage, except for an address book which I stuffed into my pocket―I didn't want it to fall into the wrong hands, and I thought we might need it on the way. We were taken in a taxi through the noisy streets until the drive ended rather abruptly. We had no idea where we were except that it looked kind of rugged. We were informed that we had to walk some of the way and that another coyote would guide us. We had reached no-mans-land― a small desolate area dividing the two countries. The terrain was very rough and difficult to cross― loose rocks and dirt, steep rocky inclines, and dangerously close to the border. We could see the guard in the high watchtower and couldn't understand how we could not be seen in broad daylight. I was terrified. Not being very foot-sure I had a hard time getting along, slipping and sliding on rocks everywhere. While we rested for a few minutes he pointed to our rings motioning to us to hand them over to him, including any money we might have “for fear of bandidos” he indicated. We did as we were told handing over our wedding and engagement rings, my late mother’s engagement and wedding rings, watches, leather jackets and all the spare cash we had on us, about fifty dollars―there didn't seem to be a choice. Then we approached a five-foot fence which I couldn't climb, it was too high. The guide helped me by lifting me over, twisting his ankle in the process. 


It was done, we were back in America and aware of the danger of being caught, then new instructions were given. This time we had to hitch a ride to the nearby shopping mall, to hang around inside Walmart as though shopping, and to wait for the next guy in the chain. “He would give us the nod”,  he said. 


Throughout our years of traveling we had never been reduced to having to hitchhike, being forced to now under these circumstances was not only frightening but ridiculous. After attempting to wave a couple of motorists down, without luck, a young Mexican woman stopped and agreed to take us to the mall, just a couple of miles up the road. Once inside we walked around pretending to look at clothes we had no intention of buying. The important thing was that it looked 'normal', a charade is what it was. We felt very exposed, as though everyone was looking at us. Some of the store assistants looked a little suspiciously at us but didn't say anything. 

The guide had disappeared without a trace and so had our valuables. 

After what seemed like an eternity the next guy showed up, and gave us the nod! Then we were ushered into the back of a very large gold Cadillac, the back doors of which were locked shut, just in case we were crazy enough to try to get out! 

The two guys, tall and swarthy more like middle eastern than Mexican, we thought. At first they were very abrupt and stony-faced but as the journey progressed they softened a little and the atmosphere became more comfortable so much so that during the drive we told the driver and his companion how our valuables had been lost. They even offered to investigate into the matter and try to get it all returned to us once we were home.


Driving to Phoenix we were told what we should say if by chance we were stopped by the police or border patrol ― a terrifying thought that thankfully we were not tested on. 


Apparently it was too much of a risk to drive the rest of the way at night, the traffic would be lighter and the possibility of being spotted and stopped was greater, so we slept in the car that night. It was the start of spring, the weather was lovely, warm but not hot so it was a fairly comfortable prospect.

 
At six thirty the next morning we began the homeward stretch. It went smoothly enough. We arrived at nine fifteen. The three of us proceeded to the bank to withdraw the money― the heavily mustached driver sat himself down directly opposite the counter where he could keep a sharp eye on us ― he didn't take his eyes off us the whole time. 


Looking like bums with our obviously slept-in clothes we got in line to withdraw the agreed sum―the transaction went smoothly. We were well known at the bank, the clerks didn’t bat an eyelid at the large withdrawal or the rumpled condition of our clothes. With the business completed we exited the bank, stepped onto the  sidewalk, paid the guy and he left. 


Free again, in one piece and home. We made a couple of calls then checked our store. Our assistant had posted a notice on the window, “Closed until further notice”, then headed to the nearby diner for some much-needed fresh cooked food. We were starving having only eaten a couple of hot dogs since the previous day. We called our assistant, Jane, who agreed to meet us at the diner. She arrived in a few moments, and after some hugging we proceeded to tell her the morbid story. She suggested we go to her place, that she would loan us a couple of jackets and a few personal items to tide us over until we got home. 


It seemed like we had been away for an eternity not just ten or eleven days.

*
*
*

Chapter IX

Home Again
 
It was so good to be home, but were we safe? We were shaken from the experience and had begun to wonder if we would ever see our home again. The modest condo seemed a lot less modest now, we appreciated it so much more than before. More phone calls were made to friends who had probably been wondering where the hell we were! Some promised to visit that evening. The unbelievable story was unfolded to a bunch of amazed and shocked friends –  their expressions said more than words ever could. Mouths opened and closed like fish, unable to utter a sound except for the occasional “oh my God you’re kidding”. Every now and then someone caught their breath, but once the initial shock had worn off there was a lot of laughter, chatter, hugs and kisses. The next day we went to the store to work for the first time in nearly two weeks although it felt longer. 

So much had happened in a very short space of time. 

We were euphoric but terrified at the same time, fearful that at any moment a black unmarked car would come to a screeching halt outside the house or the store, to arrest and ultimately deport us. Did we give anything away to INS that we shouldn't have? Had we shot our mouths off and told all?, we didn't know, we couldn't remember. All we knew was we had to be very careful who we shared our story with from now on.

Arriving home after work we ate supper and Harvey wrote to Sidney, the attorney. He knew most of the story but Harvey wanted to let him know we had returned.

 
The next few weeks business was quite brisk helping to keep our minds occupied to a degree but we were always painfully aware of the huge risk we were taking just by being there. The store would most likely have to be sold and probably the house too. After what had happened we couldn’t be sure of anything except that we needed to be out of town and quiet for a while. 


The initial relief of returning home had worn off and I fell into a depression. I became antisocial. How could I appear happy when my mind was busy thinking about this and that, so Harvey went to work on his own for a couple of days until I started to recover. Doug and Jamie, were friends who lived out of town and had no idea we had been missing so when they stopped by the store for a chat and heard the story, they were shocked. Doug suggested we take some time away and visit with them at their place, about fifty miles east of there. We readily agreed, badly in need of some time away from town, to think and relax our minds. Two days later our friends returned and the four of us drove down to Paulden, to their forty-acre property. 


The accommodation was very basic, comprising two tents, which was their total living quarters, and forty acres of scrub and desert, without water or utilities. It was perfect, absolutely nobody knew we were there. It was relaxing and we talked about our exploits of the past couple of weeks over a barbecue lunch, then later that evening they drove us home and we all went to Sizzler for supper.  It had been a good day.

* 
* 
*



We loved the idea of having our own piece of land, it had been my dream ever since arriving in Arizona. To have the security and space to do what we wanted, so different from what we were used to. From that day on we would look in earnest for our own little piece of Arizona, then perhaps we really would fulfill our dream. 

Back at work the next day a surprise was in store. A call came in from the attorney. Harvey spoke to him and I listened in, slightly amused in an ironic sort of way. 


Even though he already knew from the phone calls from Mexico and the letter Harvey had written to him, Sidney sounded surprised and shocked. He was especially horrified when he learned of our being smuggled back into the country. When the story had been revealed in all its ugliness, he got really mad. He told us we were crazy (as if we didn't know that ourselves), “we had totally ruined any chance of  getting visas legally”. Did he really imagine we could have stayed in Mexico under those conditions? What choice did we have? The telephone conversation ended when Sidney suggested we leave it in his hands, “he would call back”. Hadn't we left it in his hands before and where had that got us? 


Now it was Harvey’s turn to be pissed. Sidney had made it sound as though we were at fault. Had we dreamed the conversation with Ann? Was her advice to cross the border to get our passports re-stamped  our imagination? We seriously questioned our sanity. Could we both have got the wrong end of the stick? That evening Henri visited, she knew nothing of the recent incidents until that evening. As she learned of it her shock was evident. (She was a nice lady but straight-laced; we were probably the only people she had ever known who had done something more than a little suspect), but she did offer to find another more trustworthy attorney.  

Various conversations took place over the next couple of weeks between Harvey and Mrs. Sandoval, the new attorney. It was disappointing but not surprising that she couldn’t help us with our immigration status but she did discover something useful and surprising which was the date of our supposed hearing. It was scheduled for the following December, a full six months away. That was good news, the pressure was off and there was no need to panic every time we saw a black car. Relieved as we were, we were also angry because we had been led to believe by immigration that the hearing would be imminent. Another assumption? It was almost funny but nobody was laughing.

Henri's real estate services were again called for, this time to sell the business and the house she had so recently helped us buy.  


The following week was spent making telephone calls collecting information on properties for sale. An appointment was made for the following Sunday to view a property in Paulden, near Doug and Jamie's place. The realtor's office was located in a trailer made to look like a log cabin. Hank was tall, six feet at least, with a ruddy complexion sporting  an enormous stetson, under a mass of long white hair. He gave us a tour of two or three properties, which we didn't feel were right for us and decided that was enough for one day. We thanked Hank for his time and headed home. After driving several miles along the interstate we realized we were headed in the wrong direction. It was a further couple of miles before a suitable place was found to turn around but Harvey was an inexperienced and very nervous driver. A little way ahead there was a small gravel area which he thought safe to turn, but his judgment was off, he was going too fast to take it― he took it anyway and couldn’t stop in time. We finished up with the front end of our vehicle in a ditch. Fortunately we were not injured and we were close to what might loosely be described as civilization. Across the street two Mexican guys had witnessed the incident from their pickup truck and quickly arrived at the scene. Checking to see if we were hurt they satisfied themselves that we were okay they set about pulling us out of the ditch with a towrope. That done we thanked them profusely offering them a little money for their time. They thanked us but refused.


We were both badly shaken; the rest of the drive home was somewhat nerve-wracking but thankfully uneventful. 

Dramas were piling up and we began asking ourselves what was going on that these things were happening. What did we do to attract such bad karma, if that's what it was? And there was more to come!
*
*
*


We had been looking forward to a visit from some friends from England, who were expected to arrive the following week. Russell and Angela had been neighbors. We were close in age and liked and respected each other. They were the only friends we had who had supported our dream of living in America. 


Over a nice relaxing meal we told them what had happened, and of course their reaction was no surprise to us, being the same as everyone else's. They asked us if, under these circumstances, we might now go back to Britain to which the answer was a resounding no. 


A few days later we threw a party in our friends' honor. Food and drink flowed, and live music was an added attraction; a good time was had by all. 


The following day Russell drove us all to the Grand Canyon, and to my favorite place, Monument Valley. It was a wonderful day. We got into conversation with a Navajo family; they took us to their home which was built in the style of a traditional hogan which was beautiful and Angela bought some jewelry from the wife to take home with her while Russell went horse-riding with the husband. Harvey and I declined their offer to accompany them, so did Angela.


It was nice that one of Russell's dreams came true that day.


But as all visits do that one too came to an end, and all too quickly, so after a very emotional farewell they left for home. 


Another visit to Doug and Jamie's place was planned, this time for the weekend. The following Saturday after we finished work we again set off for Ashfork, and again Harvey planned to drive fifty miles although he dreaded it, especially after the last time. Just to make matters worse this time it would be evening before we arrived, and getting dark. Doug, knowing what a nervous driver Harvey was, suggested when we get close to the nearest town we should call him and he would come and get us. We did that and he and Jamie met us at the local gas station where we left our car and we all traveled in Doug's truck. Once we were all settled in we had a barbecue supper, laughed and joked, then went to sleep in one of the tents.

During breakfast the following morning Doug suggested going spelunking in the caves nearby. We had absolutely no idea what spelunking was, but we agreed – we would soon find out. 


The four of us set out armed with nothing more than two small flashlights, a camera and a hacksaw. Our friends assured us they had visited the caves on numerous occasions and they knew the way. 


It occurred to us later that if they were so experienced how was it that they were not more prepared? 


We approached the entrance of the cave, gingerly passing the threshold we continued walking even though we couldn't see a thing. It was so dark the meager flashlights were almost redundant, we couldn't see our hands in front of us, the ground beneath us disappeared. It smelled earthy and a little stale but not unpleasant however I was hesitant, reluctant to go any further. I didn’t share my fears with Harvey– my instinct screamed 'stop' but I ignored it. As we progressed a little further, hand in hand, our footing on the uneven surface became more uncertain. I had a vague memory of someone shouting, mind the hole – too late ―we cartwheeled down the large hole together, still hand in hand, apparently nine feet down. 

I was unaware of anything for what seemed like ages, in fact it had only been a few moments. I just laid there, still and silent. Then I became aware of Harvey’s panicked voice calling me. When I came to, our friends helped pick me up and dust me down, checking there were no injuries and we were led into the bright daylight. At first it seemed neither of us were hurt other than shock and cuts and bruises; one of my knees was bleeding but it was just a graze– it was the pain in Harvey’s arm that became a problem. Once back at 'camp' Jamie made a makeshift splint for his arm, we were both a mess, our hair and bodies were filthy. After getting cleaned up the best we could with the limited supplies that were available we all agreed the visit would be cut short– Doug and Jamie offered to drive us home in their truck, we would collect our vehicle later. 


Back home Harvey's arm became very painful so after Doug and Jamie left he went to bed with some aspirin, but the following morning there was no improvement so we went to the emergency room. His arm was X-rayed and examinations followed. The results came the following day when we the doctor explained, “after re-examining the X-ray”, he told us, “he found the right wrist showed a severe fracture, that it would need surgery”. He added “if the wrist was not corrected straight away there would be long-term effects”. We had no insurance and knew it was going to cost a lot of money but what could we do? He had to have the surgery and scheduled it for the next day. The surgery went smoothly enough and we went home, but hardly an hour had passed before the pain in his arm became excruciating. Having just got home we had to call a taxi to take us straight back to the hospital and get it checked out. The nurse on duty examined it, it seemed the doctor had made the plaster-cast too tight causing his circulation to be affected– his hand had turned blue and felt very cold. The nurse slit the cast a little to enable the arm to breathe, then we were told to return seven weeks later.


Thankfully the nurse knew what she was doing and Harvey's arm didn't give him any more problems, and seven weeks to the day we returned to have his cast taken off. His arm had healed well and we could resume normal life. But oh, that would have been so nice!

Chapter X

The Accident

Around four in the afternoon on a Saturday in July, four months after the fall in the cave, we were beginning to relax and assumed the recurring accidents had stopped. Harvey was taking a nap in bed upstairs while I dusted and tidied up the living room. I lit a candle and placed it on the step of the raised red brick fireplace in the corner of the room. On the shelf above I stored incense sticks. I lit the candle then proceeded to lean over it, taking hold of an incense stick to light it from the candle flame. Unfortunately for me I failed to notice my long flimsy hippie skirt had caught alight― in a moment I was in flames. I screamed and dived for the carpeted floor, somehow having the sense to roll. By this time Harvey was halfway down the stairs, completely naked. He had heard me scream and didn't stop to think about his state of undress– he ran toward me. Somehow I managed to shout at him to throw a wet coat over me. 


My memories of that day and the following couple of days are vague. I had a dim awareness of the sirens of the emergency services, and one of the firemen suggesting to Harvey he might want to put some clothes on before he climbed into the other emergency vehicle. I was in out of consciousness until I awoke in intensive care seemingly covered in bandages. I had second and third degree burns to almost thirty percent of my body, from thighs to midriff, the thighs and stomach being the worst affected.

The next couple of months was the most physically painful period in my life. The first few days after being admitted to the hospital I vaguely recalled seeing images of Harvey and one or two other visitors. 
Seven days after the accident I had some skin grafted from the backs of my legs onto the injury sites― when I awoke from that surgery the pain was so great I felt like I was burning in hell. The backs of my legs from ankles to butt were purple and raw. Then the daily therapy began. It involved specially controlled whirlpool baths into which I was lowered by a hoist. Whilst in the bath the therapist debrided the burns (removing the unhealthy tissue from the surface of the burns' wounds to promote the healing). It was very painful but essential treatment for which I had to be heavily medicated. There were many days after some particularly painful treatment sessions that I ignored my visitors. A few times I hid under the bedclothes, pretending to be asleep, not wanting to talk to anyone― some days even Harvey. I stayed sane by staring out of the window at the beautiful sight of the mountain range, the San Francisco Peaks. Often the pain was so intense I could barely breathe and to see such beauty helped me relax― I even insisted the curtains should be left open at night. 


One very distinct challenge of being swathed in bandages from my ankles up to my waist is going to the bathroom. It's practically impossible without a lot of help. Most of the time I used a bed pan, and only when my dressings were being replaced. The timing had to be perfect. But one day I absolutely had to use the bathroom but I had to wait until the surgeon moved the bandages in such a way that would enable me to go potty and not damage anything. But he was on his rounds. So I waited and waited, getting very impatient. Eventually he arrived, not happy to have been disturbed at an inconvenient time, and went about ripping off my bandages. The wounds underneath were still raw, and the pain of the bandages being ripped off was ferocious. I screamed so loud that some of the nurses, who were shocked at what had happened, told me later my screams could be heard on an upper floor; there was such a lot of blood on the floor from what the surgeon did, it looked like someone had been stabbed. The surgeon was very clever at what he did but had no bedside manner. I guess they don't need one when most of their patients are unconscious undergoing surgery!


I refused all visitors the rest of that day, including Harvey. 
*
*
*


We were both understandably disturbed and shocked by all that had happened. First the 'Mexican incident,' then the fall in the cave and now this! What was going on?― it was not in the plan. While I was in the hospital a good friend described Harvey as “walking into walls”. He couldn't cope with the business, didn't want to do anything except be at the hospital with me; he had lost interest in everything else. Two friends ran the store with the help of our employees, to take the pressure off Harvey and enable him to stay with me.


After nearly a month of hospitalization I was discharged on condition there would be two people to change my dressings on the days I didn't have to go to outpatients to have it done. Harvey and a good friend, Cindy, had that unpleasant job. Our kitchen was turned into an operating room with all the freshly sterilized bandages and equipment laid out on the counter-tops, in order of use. 


It was a tough and long recovery. My legs were in a terrible state, covered with bandages from my ankles to the top of my thighs. First I could barely sit down unless it was a specialized chair, then began the intense itching. If I walked just a few steps the itching started. It felt like I had a million insects crawling up my legs, and the only way to relieve it was to lay on my back with my legs elevated. It was horrible. 


It was three months before I returned to work. I still had a way to go before I was completely able to move about properly, and I still couldn't sit in a regular chair. Walking was a big challenge. The many bandages were always in the way, and going to the bathroom was a bit of a nightmare! ― the graft sites still hurt like hell.  

*
 * 
*


Within a week of our return from Mexico we put the store on the market. The market for this type of real estate did not look promising and we again enlisted the help of Henri. The house was about to be sold but we had not given any thought to where we were going to live; we weren't thinking at all! John saved the day when he offered us the spare room in his house― we figured it would only be for a few months and we had found our little 'piece of Arizona', almost two acres of raw desert high on a hill with panoramic views. It was exactly what we had been looking for, forty-five miles south of there. The plan was to buy a little mobile home to put on it and move as soon as it could be made ready for us. There was quite a bit of work to be done to make it livable. It didn't have utilities or water and so a well had to be dug and everything had to be hooked up.
*
*
*


New Years Eve that year was spent moving out of the store. Most of the display furniture was already sold to various store-owners in town,  the remaining inventory was packed and stored in John’s garage. 


The living arrangements at John's house were in no way perfect for any of us. Harvey was miserable― he felt strange. Every window in the house was covered with drab blue drapes. It was dark and gloomy, like a cave. His elderly, legally blind mother liked it that way, he said. She sat on her sofa scrunched up in the corner most of the day, smoking cigarette after cigarette, even while she was hooked up to an oxygen machine. John snatched it out of her hand as soon as someone came into the house. 
It was comical at times. 


The situation was made worse because I had developed a serious and pathetic crush on John―it had happened the first time we met him at the store. It was convenient for me to be under the same roof as him. Harvey and I had been married almost thirty years and in that time I had never looked at anyone else. It wouldn't have occurred to me to even think that way but I had felt for a while that Harvey was not going to fit in with his new environment. He felt awkward, and looked out of place wearing the clothes he had brought from England, unsuitable for our new life and the climate. John had flirted outrageously with me almost from the start, making me feel more special than I had for years, and was experiencing feelings I had forgotten many years before. He was a very attractive man, had been around and had two ex wives, not to mention ex sweethearts.


It was a strange existence living in that house with nothing to do all day but watch John drink. Sometimes he drank so much he had to go to bed for a couple of hours in the middle of the day to sleep it off. Then, when he awoke he started over again. 


Some of his drinking buddies would visit and stay overnight, or they would all convene to the garage so as not to disturb his mother, who when awake never gave him any privacy. Whatever room he happened to be in she would follow with her walker. 


We never knew who we might see at the breakfast table―it was a crazy time. 


The day we had planned to go out on a picnic with a friend was the day that Harvey knew I had inappropriate feelings for John―it shocked him deeply. Unknowingly he overheard a telephone conversation I was having with a girlfriend, telling her about my feelings towards John. 

He was silent for a while but then he asked me what I planned to do about it. I was so shocked that he had overheard I didn't know what to say, but having regained my thoughts I told him “I wouldn't do anything, that John was an alcoholic.” He accepted my explanation he was visibly hurt and our outing was marred by bad feelings. I don't think he ever got over the shock of knowing how I felt about John.

*
 * 
*


It was about three weeks after moving in with John that Harvey began to get severe headaches. He would sit and hold his head and cry, the pain was so acute. Then he had trouble dressing himself, his hand and leg on his right side didn’t seem to work― he was unable to fasten his pants and shoes. Then his walking became affected, favoring one side. One night he fell in the bathroom and couldn't get up. A young girl, a house guest heard him crash to the floor and ran into the bathroom. She tried to pick him up but was unable to and called me. Together we got him onto a seat and back into bed, but I knew there was something drastically wrong. The next day John and I took him to the hospital. They they did various tests finishing up with an MRI. I knew it was serious. I guessed it was either a stroke or a brain tumor. The doctors diagnosed a very aggressive brain tumor. 


We had several options, the first being brain surgery, which he had, then two more surgeries followed that. I don't even remember asking what the chances of recovery were; it was like I was in a trance. I just took their word for it― it was something I regretted for years. I vowed that if I or anyone else that I loved contracted some awful disease, I wouldn't repeat those mistakes. 


Visiting with him in his hospital room one afternoon there was a knock on his door, the lady introduced herself as a hospice worker. Harvey knew what that meant and for the first time realized he was dying ―it was an awful moment. A week later the hospital discharged him with an appointment to attend the cancer center for chemotherapy and radiation treatment. I accompanied him twice a week for the short walk from the house to the treatment center which quite quickly became a slow trudge as the treatments progressed. The tumor didn't shrink, it just made him sicker. Gradually his hair started to fall out in clumps. He was pale and unhealthy looking, and felt terrible. He insisted it was the treatment that made him feel so bad, not the tumor, and in some ways he was right. There was also an odor about him from the chemotherapy that   he was aware of― this of course didn't help him feel any better about himself. 


What had happened to our dream? This was not in the plan. 


The hospice volunteers supplied us with a hospital bed along with help and daily support. The ever present and growing pain required a lot of medication increasing each day. 


He became weaker and weaker, gradually becoming unable to move, speak, eat or drink. I was there physically through this nightmare, to feed him, clean him up after he had messed himself (his brain malfunction affected all of his internal functions) and give him his medications, but something had switched off in me― I was not there spiritually and emotionally for him any more. I had turned my attention outwards toward John. 

*
*
*


Both of our daughters were notified that their dad was very sick. Ruth flew in from Hong Kong to visit him while he was still in the hospital, the same week she was due to get married, and Moraine came in from England knowing it would probably be the last time she would see her dad alive―he passed away the same night that she left for home just before a little group of us sat and prayed that God would be merciful and spare him any more pain― the agony ceased. 


Confused and unaware of events happening around me. I moved around like a ghost, not really with it at all, and even though I was not religious I asked one of the hospice workers if a Rabbi could be contacted ― for some unaccountable reason I needed the comfort of the prayers. A Rabbi was contacted who helped me recite the Kaddish, (the prayer for the dead) over the telephone. John joined in wearing the yarmulke that belonged to Harvey.

I continued to live in John’s house, and together we made arrangements for Harvey’s ashes to be buried under a tree on my newly purchased property, and had a little ceremony with a small group of invited friends. 


The months passed in a blur. I conducted myself and my life recklessly― I partied with John and his friends, behaving as though none of the recent events had occurred, and unlike a woman who had just been widowed.


Then John’s beloved dog, Tahlee (boy in Kiowa), became sick and was diagnosed with throat cancer. John continually delayed the inevitable, but after suffering for a few weeks he could delay no longer for the dog's sake. The vet was called and the poor dog had to be euthanized. John was bereft; he was already seething with anger directed in every direction, then the day after Tahlee died, during a very heavy rainstorm he sat on a low wall in his front yard calling Tahlee―yelling at the top of his voice “don't be a silly dog, come home”. It was heartbreaking, no matter that the rain was coming down heavier and heavier, he continued to sit there and yell. Eventually a friend and myself got him to go inside―he was soaked to the skin. A few days later we buried his ashes on my property right next to Harvey. 

*
*
*


The single-wide mobile home we had purchased needed a lot of work and was being completed while I lived in John's house. Every couple of weeks we drove down to check the progress of the work which was gradually taking shape. 


Living in John's house was not going well. His drinking had increased at an alarming rate and his unstable moods were nerve-wracking. He made no pretense about wanting me out of the house and I wanted to go. I had been there long enough to know it was never going to work out for me and John, and the atmosphere was horrible. 

I agreed to move into my own home once again – the home Harvey and I had bought together but which he never saw finished. 


The day our property became ours John drove us down to celebrate. We had a naming ceremony for the property. “Bennyville”, in honor of Harvey, and we toasted our new home with a glass of wine, sitting on big rocks. There was no water or sewer or electricity, one and half trees, lots of rocks and scrub, but with a 360 degree view that was glorious. I loved it, but Harvey was very sick― he looked so pale and weak. It was no celebration really, but at least he lived long enough to know it belonged to him― at least part of his dream was fulfilled. 

* 
* 
*


Living on my property for short periods of time was giving John and myself a welcome break from each other. I had been going through the motions of everyday life, but was not really present. I was distracted and became angry so much so that one afternoon I dragged a whole sack full of beautiful, boxed, valentine, birthday and anniversary cards down the hill to the trash can. I threw everything in deliberately, slamming them in one at a time, in floods of tears. It was all the greeting cards we had exchanged over the thirty-two years we were together. 
* 
*
 *


Life in my own home was peaceful, although lonely. Early one morning on opening my front door, to my surprise and delight there stood a very excited and handsome dog on the doorstep. He didn't have a tail, just a big stub where it should have been. Reluctant at first to enter the house I eventually managed to coax him inside with me― he never left –  we became fast friends and were inseparable. A friend helped me put some 'found dog' notices around the little town which brought no response. 


The telephone rang on our return home from a walk to the creek and the local store. The caller had a young female voice ―  she said she had seen me walking 'her' dog. I froze realizing I may lose him but the girl on the phone said “the dog had run away from her home where he had lived with his brothers and sisters”. She added “he had chosen me and that it was okay with her”. Relief flooded through me. I inquired of the caller how old she was and her name. The answer surprised me, she said she was ten years old and her name was Terri. She lived very close to me and I invited her to come up and visit whenever she wanted. She thanked me and said she would visit when she could ― and she did many times. Occasionally she even rode her horse up to my property. I loved it when she did that. 


His name had been Karma although I didn't know that at the time. Had I known I wouldn't have renamed him. His new name was Ben and he had no problem answering to it. 


He was beautiful, tri-colored Australian shepherd/healer mix, tan, black and white coat and face, big dark brown, to-die-for eyes, outlined in black, like an expert make-up job. 

The light turned on in my life once more. He gave me the love that only an animal can, he was my reason to live now. Strangely, Ben spent most of his time sitting on the very spot where Harvey's ashes were buried, under a tree across from my home. This practice lasted many months and during my hours of contemplation the question repeatedly arose in my mind, could Ben be Harvey's reincarnation?. 


Tibetan Buddhists believe we are reincarnated many times over, so why shouldn't I?  

It made so much sense to me. In so many ways Ben's characteristics were so similar to Harvey's. It was inexplicable although careful to keep my thoughts to myself, aware that there were few people who would understand, but I knew Harvey would be very happy to have been reborn into this beautiful, spiritual animal – to keep me company, to love and protect me. 

*
*
*
Chapter XI

Insanity

Dan was homeless and in difficulties after a divorce. He had been sleeping in his car on John's property and John suggested to him that he help the contractor work on my home. He agreed. When the work was completed the plan was for him to stay on in my spare room to help me get settled in the first few months. 



When sober he was a nice guy, we got along fine the first three or four weeks. He helped around the house, hanging pictures, fixing a few things and doing yard work but then the beer cans started appearing, just a little at first but increasing steadily. As time went on he began to drink so heavily that he soon became incapable of finishing any job he started. It was nearly Halloween and John had planned to have a party. Dan was going to drive us both up to Flagstaff for the party but the night before Dan stayed up drinking and playing computer games and by morning he was good for nothing. I, on the other hand was determined to go but I needed Dan to drive me. Early in the morning he fell into a dead sleep, fully clothed and couldn’t be roused. I even set a very reluctant Ben onto him thinking at least Ben would lick him awake! Poor Ben, he didn't understand. He was such a gentleman. When that failed to work I emptied a full jug of cold water onto him. That did it, it woke both his body and his temper. After a lot of unpleasantness he calmed down, just enough to make the journey, however unpleasant, up the hill miraculously arriving in one piece. That event made up my mind to give him his marching orders. I'd had enough and told him so. He left peaceably a couple of weeks later.

Ben and I were now alone. I spent my days landscaping with the many rocks that were there, a little planting and making hanging decorations. I kept in touch with friends via email and stayed as busy as possible. I sat on the porch for hours at a time marveling at the views, and meditated a lot. Whenever I could arrange a ride Ben and I visited John. He wasn't doing well and I thought about him constantly worrying about his drinking.


Almost a year passed without incident then quite suddenly I received an email from John with the news that his mother was sick in the hospital. She had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and we agreed I would go back up to his home to help him care for her.  Kathleen was discharged from the hospital after just a couple of weeks followed by the hospice team. 


Mercifully the misery was short-lived and she passed away just three weeks later. 


Again I stayed on at John's house. We had garage sales, took walks downtown, visited friends, had drinks, lunches out and shopping, like a regular couple except we were not a couple. John never lost an opportunity to let me know he didn't return my feelings ― he was not attracted to me in that way even though we had been fairly intimate at times. Our strange relationship was more like brother and sister, but not quite! There were times when we even went on road trips, staying in motels―sharing a bed.  


Life took on the look of normality although it was far from that. John's moods varied from hour to hour depending on how much he had drunk. He would get angry and judgmental with me being the brunt of that. While his mother was alive he had to stay relatively calm and controlled with his drinking in order to care for her, but now, with her gone and her social security check gone too, all caution was thrown to the wind. His drinking went wild. He spent a lot of money he no longer had and was getting into financial difficulties. The mortgage on his house was being paid late and sometimes not at all. He had expensive taste in booze, none of that cheap stuff for him, it was the good stuff he liked. 


My daughter Moraine and her husband came to visit from San Francisco and we all went grocery shopping. As we approached the liquor cabinet John found a bottle of brandy, or whiskey, I forget now, but I remember the price ― it was over sixty-three dollars ― a very pretty bottle it was too, and like an idiot I was paying the bill. Needless to say I wasn't too pleased. On arrival at the checkout as our groceries were being deposited on the counter, John decided to look at something else. In my infinite wisdom I hid the expensive bottle and didn't pay for it. As John arrived on the scene to help with the loading, I had just finished paying when he noticed his prized bottle was missing. He asked me where it was― I played dumb while Moraine and Joe were stifling their laughter waiting for him to spot it under the counter, which he didn't, but instead asked the cashier if she'd seen it. Of course she had, it stood out among the rest and I finished up paying for it. 



It was a strange and difficult time for both of us. I had been experiencing strange feelings and emotions since our arrival in the States, a little over two years. I felt like I had been spun around in circles and set down again ― it was disorientation on a grand scale. And John was going through his own inner traumors. 


But it wasn't all bad. Aside from giving him permission to make me feel like shit, as I had all my life, my need for approval was paramount. There were times though that I actually had fun, sort of! I loved Flagstaff and had quite a few friends there that I had made when we had the store. One of those friends Sarah, invited me to her place for a while. So off I trotted with Ben to Sarah's flat where we proceeded to smoke pot. I wasn't used to it―I fell asleep on her bed for three hours, accompanied by my Ben. Every now and then I sort of came to and heard people coming and going and talking but I just drifted off again. Eventually I did manage to stay conscious and attempted to go home, (to John's house). Sarah gave me and Ben a ride, but once inside I somehow had to act as though I was fine. I didn't want John or his friend, who was visiting, to know I had been smoking, so with a great deal of concentration I succeeded in walking across the room to my bedroom without anyone noticing something was wrong with me, and went to bed. It wasn't a pretty sight.


*
*
*


Sitting in one of the remaining chairs in John's living room amid nothing but dirt, noise and boxes. He had to sell the house, he had no money left but was very resistant to the idea. He thought he might raise some money by renting it out, but I pointed out to him that wouldn't work, he would still have the responsibility of the mortgage and maintenance. He knew that was the truth but he had grown up in that house, it belonged to his family and he had no other place to go. But there was no choice, he had to sell and sell quickly before he was foreclosed on. He was lucky, a business acquaintance of his neighbor, wanted to buy it as an investment. The house was spacious, big enough to split into three apartments. As always with these kind of sales, he didn't make much profit but at least he had a buyer and he could pay his bills.

I had had enough and I made up my mind to go home with Ben, with or without John's help. His drinking had continued to worsen along with his moods. He was desperately angry having 'been forced' to sell his family home, however most of the anger was turned inwards, towards himself, but always saving plenty for me. 

The time came when he had to get rid of stuff, and I too needed to sell a few leftover items from my inventory, still stored in his garage. We decided to have a series of yard sales. He didn't want to get rid of anything―the house was big and filled with stuff that he had collected over years. The more he realized all of his and his mother's stuff had to be cleared out the more his temper increased becoming almost uncontrollable at times. 


I had been in complete denial about our relationship but I knew the time had come for me to leave and I told him so during one of our chaotic yard sales and I had hoped he would drive me home but by lunchtime he was virtually out of it, sitting in the van passed out. He was incapable of going anywhere. Once that realization had dawned on me I called a taxi to take me and Ben the forty-five miles down the hill to McGuireville. When I told John what I had done and that I was going, he just laughed saying “I would regret it”. I never discovered what he meant by that. The taxi arrived I piled Ben in with all of our stuff, and after a short stop to buy groceries we were home. 


The next day was thanksgiving which Ben and I spent quietly together ― it was bliss.


Ben and I spent the next few months quietly and soberly, walking down to the creek and hiking. I didn't have a social life, I didn't want one, I just wanted to enjoy the wonderful view of the mountains, and watch the storms as they came and went. 

*
*
*


The day I had a yard sale was interesting, nobody came to buy but I had a visitor. Carter was an older man, at least in his seventies, a real country bumpkin. He knew I was a new neighbor and wanted to introduce himself and we became friends; he seemed to be kind and sincere. Having told him I had all this inventory left over that I wanted to sell he suggested we rent a space at the local indoor swap-meet. He had some interesting hand made items he wanted to sell and offered to drive me there and back, I even got permission to take Ben with me. 


The new venture was exciting, it enabled me to meet new people and make a little extra, much needed money. 


The swap-meet was held in a large leaky old warehouse-looking place divided into ten-foot square booths, a large area at the back was used to store all kinds of furniture and furnishings that had been left on consignment in a higgledy-piggledy fashion. When I wasn’t at my booth I passed the time looking around for bargains and chatting to other vendors. It was fun and I did okay. I made some money and sold quite a lot of my inventory. After five or six months the owners decided to shut up shop, so with Carter's help I moved my inventory back home.   

*
 * 
*


I had stayed in communication with John's neighbor and learned that he had been forced to move out of the house, it was sold and he wasn't supposed to be there. He and one of his drunken cronies had moved into the back garage and was drinking himself into a stupor. The neighbor and the new owner had been forced to throw him out and he and his mate moved into a cheap motel, hooking up with yet another new alcoholic 'friend'. 


With the proceeds of the sale of the house, his bank account was a lot larger, more than enough funds to buy himself and his friends all the alcohol they needed. 


 He had always been very conscious of personal hygiene, even when drunk, but now he was letting himself go. His shirt collars were grimy and his hair became greasy and unwashed. After I moved down to my own place, he was bringing unsold items down for me to store for him. He drove down drunk; I couldn't understand how he managed to make it in one piece. 

Several weeks before we discussed the possibility of him moving down to my place sharing with me but sleeping in the spare bedroom. He didn't really want to, I knew that, but he had nowhere else to go. 


Early one morning as I was coming out of my bedroom there he was, in my house. He had driven down in the middle of the night; realization had dawned, he knew he had to give up his life in Flagstaff. He told me while he and his cronies were in the motel he became involved in a fight with one of them. John had hit him hard, knocking him out. He thought he had killed him―the guy had not moved after he hit the floor and John was scared. He wouldn't answer the phone or let anyone know where he was― I shielded him from life. I took all his telephone calls in case it was the police. 

He stayed sober and quiet for the first few weeks, helping around the house and talking like two normal people, without all the anger he had been harboring toward me for so long. It was pleasant, we often sat together on the porch talking. 

* 
*
 *


Needing to find work I succeeded in securing a clerical position on the nearby Yavapai-Apache reservation. John had started drinking again and was getting loud, but he drove me to and from work every day. I enjoyed the work and everyone was so nice to me, but more important than anything it took my mind of John's drinking, never knowing what I would find when I got home― it was beginning to consume me. 


After a year my contract at the reservation ended I enrolled in a care-giving training course, then when I completed my training I went to work as a care-giver for a four year old autistic boy  –  it was interesting and challenging.  


John had been drinking for hours and as always he took a nap to sleep it off. When he awoke we talked. He inquired what I planned to do about my legal status, then before I could prepare myself he proposed marriage― I was stunned. He seemed sober after his sleep ―I was naive enough to think he was clear-minded and I accepted his proposal. I got busy notifying relatives and friends, making plans as to what I would wear, and generally acted like an idiot. It didn't last long. The following day driving down my hill he started again with his abusive remarks. This time I replied and told him that I would not marry him, that it would be a mistake― he nodded in agreement.  

A good friend herself a recovering alcoholic came to stay. With John's help she set her tent up on my property and the three of us spent many pleasant hours together. I had warned her ahead of her arrival that John was drinking very heavily again, but she assured me she would be okay with it, that if she needed to she would ask him to lay off. 

For so long I had prayed for a miracle, that John would stop drinking. He knew he was getting sick. For some months, especially after his diabetes diagnosis, I had instinctively felt something big was about to happen, but I knew too that if this miracle happened, and John stopped drinking, it would have to happen very soon or he would die. 


 Standing in the kitchen talking with Nancy while John was chugging away on his bottle, Nancy mentioned to him that she was feeling uncomfortable around his excessive drinking. His response was immediate and a surprise to both of us. It was like he had been dealt an enormous blow―he lowered placed the bottle onto the counter-top and declared he would never take another drink, and he didn't. It was the miracle I had prayed for―he quit drinking right then and there. 

*
 *
 *


Since our emigration from England we had been living on our capital, mostly the money we had raised from the sale of our home in England and the salon. We did manage to earn something from our store, but not much and we had spent a great deal of money on the purchase of it, over forty thousand dollars. When we realized that the store was not going to sell after our Mexican experience we gave it back to the landlords―there didn't seem to be a choice, we had to offload it somehow― it was a huge loss and one we knew we would not recoup. Thankfully we did manage to sell the house but without a profit. We hadn't owned it long enough. Consequently after Harvey passed away I had to start thinking about what to do about earning a living. I received a small pension from England but not enough to live on and had done a little secretarial work here and there for different people, but not enough to make it count. I worked at the reservation for a year, and later as a caregiver, and had the booth at the swap meet―all of that was good but it didn't pay all my expenses, nor did it pay for John's excessive habit. If I argued with him about his spending, with my ATM card, he would call me ungenerous which I hated. It upset me―I had no boundaries especially where he was concerned. In so many ways he was a good guy and still had the innate spirituality that most Native Americans had even with his alcoholism―he was two people in one body.

*
*
*
Chapter XII

TOM

Tom was sixty years old and looked like Santa Claus. John met him when he was walking his dog while visiting a friend in Cottonwood, and John was walking Ben. The two men started up a conversation during which time Tom told John he needed a place to go. 


He lived and worked on his huge old school bus which was parked on the street. John, without checking with me first, suggested he move onto my property, there was plenty of room and he could work on the land, doing odd jobs around the place in lieu of rent. They arranged between them that he would drive his bus down to my property the following weekend. I was to attend an art show that weekend which meant I would be away from home when Tom moved onto my land. I had not even met the man ―I didn't feel comfortable about the arrangement. I wanted to meet him and talk to him first, to get to know him a little and discuss things, but it all kind of happened anyway. 


By the time I arrived home he was moved in, it was fait-accompli. There was his huge school bus right on the edge of my property, a few feet from my house.

First on the agenda he would build a chicken coop, when that was done, it was decided, again between Tom and John, he would build a big workshop with an art studio attached for me. 


I had never thought of myself as being creative, apart from a brief interlude years before when I did some oil painting. I had designed and made jewelry which I sold at art shows. However I knew the art shows would come to an end soon and I needed to find another, different creative outlet that I could do at home. I couldn't rely on John to drive me to and from art shows much longer. 


Things at home with John were not going well and I sensed he would move out as soon as he could arrange it. 


Once John became sober he started work as a care-giver, as I had, working for the same agency. One of his clients wanted him to work for them exclusively and asked him to move into their home with them which of course meant he would be moving out of my place.     


I was aware for some time he was unhappy― he was constantly unkind to me, so when I finally discovered he was moving out I was relieved, although he didn't tell me directly, instead he told our neighbor who then told me. It was pretty underhand of him but I figured he felt bad about it for some reason!


Now was as good a time as any to rediscover painting, to find out what I could do―I discovered I loved it. It had been laughingly said by friends that if Mother Moses could begin to paint in her eighties, why couldn't I? 


Neither a Picasso nor even Mother Moses was I, but I quite liked most of my pieces and derived a great deal of  satisfaction and enjoyment out of it.   


Tom was a skilled carpenter by trade―he could make anything it seemed and a workshop would be perfect for him. He built the large shop at the south end of the property line, right across from the house and at the far end he built a very small studio for me; self contained with it's own front door, cute and just big enough for an art table and a couple of other small items. It even had a deck attached to it with beautiful roses growing up and around the trellis.


I loved my studio― I played Native American music loud― I loved  the drumming and knew it wouldn't disturb anyone else. The neighbors were far enough away that they wouldn't hear it; there were hardly any neighbors at that time― it was the middle of the desert, and the sound of the Indian drums reverberated giving me chills. 


Tom was also very smart and computer savvy. For an old guy he was surprisingly up to date with technology! Sometimes he helped me with my computer, installing all kinds of software and showing me how to use it. As always I allowed myself to be pushed into things I didn't necessarily want or need but he was a difficult man to cross, although not given to violence he could, and sometimes did speak venomously, both to me and about other people.

In many ways Tom was a very spiritual man yet he seemed to be ungenerous in his heart, even seeming dark at times. I agreed with a lot of his views but he appeared to take it to extremes. So much of the time I felt uncomfortable and troubled around him. He had studied “A Course in Miracles” for many years, which he took very seriously. We even joined a study group for a while, but I felt he lacked compassion. I wanted and needed the information the course was teaching― I knew it was good stuff but I also wanted to study other spiritual teachers and their methods of teaching. 

*
*
*


I had suffered from depression for a couple of years. I prayed, meditated and did everything I could to drag myself out of the mire. At last after nearly a year the depression started to lift, it was then that I knew I had to move, to be in the midst of things – it was time. My need to see friends and family now overrode the need for solitude. Until then I expected to be there until I passed.  It's called denial, however things change.


I wanted to be able to ride the bus into town and visit loved ones instead of relying on others to drive me.  


Emotionally it had been difficult, it had been approximately a year since John left, and for some inexplicable reason I felt like a stranger on my own land. I had allowed Tom to make himself completely at home. If I had known then what I know now I  would have set some boundaries. I felt uncomfortable with him in the house, as often as he was. Having him come into the house, without knocking first as often as he did became a problem but I was curiously scared of what he might say if I spoke my mind so I kept quiet and allowed it. He was not a violent man but he could get angry; I had seen it in him, and although I knew he wouldn't lay a hand on me I didn't want to get involved in an argument. He seemed to have a chip on his shoulder about what he thought of as 'British superiority'. Occasionally when I had had enough of his opinions I made it clear, with body language that I wanted to be left alone. He interpreted it as a 'dismissal'. I allowed him to make me feel guilty for wanting my own space.

* 
* 
*


The property was put on the market so I needed to ensure the place looked as good as possible, to show prospective buyers. That was difficult with a big ugly school bus sitting right there on the driveway ―  to make matters worse he became agitated and cross when I tried to clear up stuff he had left laying around near the workshop. I was getting stressed out with him around and it was becoming ever more evident to me that he didn't want to move. He had a nice set-up, why would he want me to sell? However I was at my wits end and I needed to speak my daughter about the situation. She and a friend helped me write him a note giving him notice to leave. He was not a happy man and as expected he tried to talk me out of it, but this time I stood firm and little by little he sold his stuff, including the bus and left a month later.   

* 
* 
*


The place looked lovely, the sun was rising over the mountains which sent a beautiful glow onto the red rocks and the newly rained-on earth. It looked and smelled fresh and clean. For me there was no smell quite like the smell of the desert immediately after it had rained, especially after a long dry spell.


It was Labor day and there was less traffic noise coming from the interstate down below, and the area around the workshop had been cleaned up and was looking good. But I didn't get out there as often as I used to; I sat on the porch a lot less. I sensed that I would find a buyer and be moving away soon, and  I couldn't bear the idea of seeing any more houses being built up there on the hill. Gone were the days when Ben and I would hike up there, sit at the prayer circle and burn cedar. To me that area was spoiled by construction and was now out of bounds.

I watched the sunsets and sunrises less often, or laugh at the rabbits running around, or watch the mother quail sit on the red rocks watching her babies. Even the insects were starting to annoy me as never before and the intense summer heat affected me. Ben was getting older; he had developed arthritis in his back and we stayed home a lot more watching TV and movies. But it was okay ― it was inevitable that would happen ― I was moving on.

* 
* 
*


Since Harvey's death I've frequently found myself wondering how, or even if he would have adjusted to the lifestyle out here ― I'm doubtful. I know he would have wanted to, after all it was his dream too but knowing him as I did I believe it would have been too much of an adjustment for him.  


As I glance at the many photographs scattered around my home, taken of the two of us throughout the years, I study his face as it was then, and later, after we emigrated, and I see uncertainty in his eyes which saddens me.  


I became even more sure of this recently while re-reading and memorializing a diary I kept of our six month back-backing trip. It reminds me of the last two or three turmoil filled years of our marriage. And these doubts beg the question, would we as a couple have survived? This is of course a question without an answer now. 


The past few years have altered my perspective on life. I live on faith now; I remind myself daily that my higher power knows what I need and when I need it, better than I do. There have been many times when it seemed a very lonely existence.


I live from day to day. No more do I concern myself with long term goals, or fear of death, I look forward to a peaceful end. What is there to fear?― it's just a going home. Above all else I listen to my inner voice and try very hard not to worry about petty things. That battle is on-going and probably always will―I still have a great deal of work to do on myself ― just when I think I'm getting it, I take several steps backward; it seems that is the way of it.  


I have no regrets, more than that I'm grateful for everything, the good and especially the bad. The latter was a gift without which I wouldn't be the person I am today, hopefully a better one ― I have grown because of it.


Life goes in circles only to return to the same point in our lives over and over again―hopefully though the Circle of Life expands with the knowledge we attain from life's events. Life is a university, a lifelong higher education. Hopefully by the time we get to be sixty or thereabouts we have learned something worthwhile. 


Loss of loved ones and hurts are the greatest of the lessons, teaching us to prioritize our lives. 


Nothing lasts forever, it's all good and as it should be. 

The acute bout of depression that hit me seemed sudden but it had obviously been developing over a long period of time. There were problems with the property, some financial concerns, and my daughter was having her own personal problems, all of which affected me. It was becoming obvious that my little old single-wide trailer was going to need a lot of work but I didn't have the money but the main reason was my feeling of extreme solitude. It was beginning to get serious ― I felt I couldn't cope with life any longer and wanted to end it, going as far as to research the possibility of obtaining a weapon. A quick death was the order of the day. In my deranged state of mind I reasoned that I wouldn't really be missed by anyone, not even my kids, for long. They would get over the loss eventually and resume their lives. I prayed, meditated and did everything I could to drag myself out of the mire. At last after about two years the depression started to lift. It was then that I made the decision to move – it was time. My need to see friends and family now overrode the need for solitude. I wanted to be able to ride the bus into town to visit loved ones, instead of relying on others to drive me. That was the turning point.

The sun was rising sending a beautiful golden glow onto the red rocks and the newly rained-on earth. It looked and smelled fresh and clean, for me there was no smell quite like the smell of the desert when it had just rained, especially after a long dry spell.
 
It was Labor day, there was less traffic noise coming from the Interstate, and the area around the workshop had been cleaned up. But even with the property looking so good I didn't seem to want to get out there as often as I once did. I sat on the porch a lot less, spending more time inside. 


I sensed a buyer would come along and I would be moving away soon. I didn't want to see any more houses being built up on the hill. Gone were the days when Ben and I would hike up there, sit at the prayer circle and burn cedar, as the Native Americans would have done so long ago. I didn't even watch the sunsets and sunrises as often, or laugh at the rabbits running around, or delight in watching the mother quail sit on the red rocks watching her babies. Even the insects were starting to annoy me as never before. The intense summer heat affected me like it never had before and Ben was getting older. He had developed arthritis in his back and he stayed home a lot more with me, spending more time inside watching TV and movies.  


Having made this momentous decision I became more positive and looked forward to yet another new beginning.  


It took three years to sell my property mainly because of the serious decline of the property market. A realtor friend helped me find a house in a nearby town close to my daughter.  



Nineteen years later I am still here in America, a widow, living alone and contented. The house I bought after moving away from my property is nice and comfortable, with a great back yard. I have a beautiful garden that I raised in the five years I have been here, which I sit and meditate in often. My beautiful Ben passed away soon after I moved here. He got buried in my back yard and I adopted another sweet dog, Gracie. A black and white beagle, spaniel mix. 


I stay home most of the time which I enjoy. I do not really want to be 'out there' in the world too much. I don't need the insanity! However I did join an art association, a twelve-step group and have hosted a spiritual study group. I also run a part time copy editing and typing business from home. I have a few friends that I can count on, who like me for myself. They don't care whether I am legal or not.  


I've learned a lot of valuable lessons from everyone I have known. 


I am grateful.


The end of the story so far...... who knows what's next?

�	A chuppah, “canopy” or “covering”), is a canopy under which a Jewish couple stand during their Jewish wedding ceremony.
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