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INTRODUCTION 
 
Many thoughtful books on the subject of homeschooling have been published in recent years.  
Some are full of ideas about learning and take the reader into the depths of philosophical 
thought.  Some are full of specific resources and advice about how to homeschool.  This isn’t 
one of them.   
  
Highly intelligent people wrote those books.  I’m not one of them.   
  
Let me give you some background.  My husband John and I have two children, Melissa and 
Keith.  I was a full-time mom from the time my first child was born.  I didn’t want to miss a 
thing motherhood had to offer.   
  
I wanted to be the one my children spit up on.  I wanted to be the one to endure the whines and 
the screams.  I wanted to be the one to clean up after they found the open box of cornstarch and 
maple syrup and thought the mixture would make a great skin lotion.  But after about 6 years of 
this, life changed.  My kids entered school. 
  
It didn’t take long to realize I had a huge problem.  I did not have enough stress in my life.  So in 
October of 1991, when my daughter was in second grade and my son, first grade, I decided to 
homeschool.  I saw how classrooms operated and felt confident I could do just as good a job of 
ignoring their individual needs. 
  
Okay, my husband thinks I need to stop joking around, if only for a moment, and give at least 
some explanation of why I decided to do such an offbeat thing.  He said some readers would 
actually want to know why our family thought homeschooling would be a good idea.  For some 
reason, he still lives under the delusion that I might one day take his advice. 
  
Okay, okay, readers genuinely interested in a more serious description of why I made this 
decision can consult the Epilogue.  It contains my comments as well as interviews with the 
family.  I apologize for not including an Appendix, but unfortunately it ruptured and had to be 
removed.   
  
Let me start my story by describing the night before our first day of officially homeschooling.  
My memory is a bit blurry so wait a second while I find my glasses.  Ah, that's better.  Anyway, 
on that first night, I was so excited I couldn’t sleep.  I rolled around imagining the wonderful 
experiences I would share with my children as we explored the world together. 
  
My stomach tingled with the same excitement I feel when I am about to go over the first hill on a 
roller coaster.  I ignored the fact I hate roller coasters and scream through the entire ride while 
clawing at my riding companion until I finally get on solid ground again.  I don’t know when I 
finally fell asleep, but the last time I looked it was 4:30 in the morning…. 
  
 
 



Chapter One 
Do You Know Where Your Children Are? 

 
 

I awoke to the sounds of my two children, 
Melissa, 8, and Keith, 6, arguing and 
wrestling on my husband’s side of the bed.  
John was already gone and I realized it must 
have been him that kissed me goodbye 
earlier instead of Antonio Banderas. 
 
“We should wake her up.” 
 
“No, don’t, she’ll be in a bad mood all day 
if we do.” 
 
“She’ll be in a bad mood if we don’t.” 
 
I tried not to move.  I felt someone’s breath 
on my face.  Then one of my eyelids 
fluttered. 
 
“Hey Mom!  What’re we gonna do today, 
huh?” yelled Keith. 
 
I winced and pulled my pillow over my 
head. 
 
“Yeah Mom, shouldn’t school be starting or 
something?” inquired Melissa. 

 
“Our first official homeschooling project is breakfast,” I said, dragging myself out of bed.  
 
I was enjoying the sugar-laden, vitamin fortified, crunchy goodness, anxiously awaiting the insulin surge, 
when I noticed Keith waving his hand in the air. 
 
 “Keith, what are you doing?  You don’t need to raise your hand to talk to me.”   
 
“Well, I need to go to the bathroom,” he said, frantically slapping his feet together. 
 
“You can get a drink and go to the bathroom any time.  You don’t have to raise your hand, OK?”   
 
“Cool!” he said and ran off.  I yelled at him to change into his clothes after he finished. 
 
“Well Mom,” said Melissa, as she grabbed the cereal box and began eating all of the marshmallows.  
“What’re we gonna do today?” 
 
“I thought we’d go to the library.”  
 



She suddenly stopped chomping.  “Do I have to get only second grade books?” she sputtered, looking 
worried. 
 
“Heck, no, you can read anything that looks interesting,” I said, feeling smug about our new adventure.  
The sugar was kicking in. 
 
“Double cool!” and she ran off to get ready. 
 
The excitement was back.  As I changed for our library trip, I relived the dreams of how our family would 
have so much fun learning and discovering the world together, in harmony.  I soon realized dreaming is 
best-done while sleeping. 
 
Keith came hopping down the stairs holding a glass of water.  “Where’s Melissa?” I asked. 
 
He took a big drink and said, “She’s on her bed reading a book.” 
 
“Well, go tell her we’re leaving.”  He hopped back up the stairs, splashing water on the floor and yelling 
for Stupidhead. 
 
Several minutes later Melissa came down, reading a t-shirt label she just tore off.  “Ok, now where’s 
Keith?” I asked.  
 
“I think he’s in the bathroom.” 
 
“What’s he doing?” 
 
“I really don’t want to know Mom, thank you very much.”  So much for my goal of holding on to their 
natural sense of curiosity. 
 
I yelled up the stairs, “Keith, come on let’s go!”  No answer. 
 
I grunted in frustration.  “Melissa, please go up there and get him while I find the car keys.” 
 
Several more minutes passed and Keith came bouncing down singing, “It’s so cool, ain’t it cool, not like 
school, not like school, I can use the bathroom anytime I want toom.”  
 
“Okay, now where’s Melissa?” 
 
“What?”  I must have interrupted his lyric writing.  “Uh, she’s laying on her stomach in the hallway 
reading a magazine…and I didn’t mean to step on her back Mom, really.” 
 
“Keith, just go get in the car.”  I climbed the stairs again and pulled the magazine out of Melissa’s hand. 
 
“Hey, I was reading that,” she growled. 
 
“Melissa.  Let’s go.” 
 
Before I locked the front door, I looked outside to make sure they were both in the car.  Keith was 
walking on the car hood finishing off a glass of water.  Melissa was sitting on the grass reading the mail. 
 



When we arrived at the library, Keith took off to the bathroom.  He was mad because Melissa had been 
trying to make him laugh so he would wet his pants. 
 
Then Melissa got mad at me when I told her she could not spend the night at the library and would just 
have to pick a few books to take home.   
 
I hauled a stack of books and two pouting kids to the counter.  The librarian checking us out asked, “Why 
aren’t you guys in school?” 
 
“Oh, well, um, we’re homeschooling,” I said, a bit timidly, not sure of her reaction.  She raised her 
eyebrows but made no remark.   
 
She turned her attention to my kids, the ones with the sour faces.  “So what’s your favorite thing about 
homeschooling so far?” 
 
“Nothing.  I hate it,” said Melissa, arms folded.  “Mom says I can’t spend the night here.  I don’t see why 
since I won’t have to get up to catch the bus.” 
 
“Oh,” the librarian said with a sparkle in her eyes, “you must really like books.  Me too.  Sometimes I 
wish I could spend the night here.” 
 
“You do?”  Melissa brightened.  “Well, really I guess it’s going to be fun because I can read any book I 
want!” 
 
“Oh, my that’s wonderful isn’t it?  I hope we see you here often.  We have tons of -.” 
 
Keith interrupted her.  “Well, the best thing for me is I can get a drink and go to the bathroom anytime I 
want!  And without raising my hand!  Your bathroom here is awesome, every one of your flushers works!  
But that one faucet don’t work so good, so, um, sorry about the wet floor.” 
 
While the librarian absorbed this information, I quickly collected the books and we returned home for a 
late lunch.  The phone rang and as I got up to answer it, Melissa and Keith started fighting over the 
ketchup bottle.  I grabbed the bottle out of Melissa’s hand and slammed it on the table.  The lid popped 
off, bounced off the dining room light and hit my little toe.  The ketchup sprayed out of the bottle and 
splattered on the ceiling. 
 
My kids watched a real act as I glared at them, teeth clenched, hopping and rubbing my toe, while my 
voice remained cheery as I told my new homeschooling acquaintance, “Why, yes, our first day is going 
great.” 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Two 
A Growing Problem 

 
“Hey, kids listen to this.”  Melissa and 
Keith stopped throwing macaroni at each 
other and I continued, “The 
homeschooling group is sponsoring a 
scientist day.  What happens is you 
choose a scientist you want to learn about 
and then everyone gives a presentation 
about the person at the meeting in April.”  
 
“I already know who I’m picking,” 
responded Melissa as she licked cheese 
off her fingers.  “Jane Goodall, the 
famous chimp lady.” 
 
“Good idea, and Keith, you could do that 
Marsh guy, um, what’s his first name?  
You know, that dinosaur hunter we’ve 
been reading about?  I know it begins 
with O, umm, Osh?  No, Ot?  Oh!  I 
know!  Ottoman.” 
 
“ Yeah, mom, I’m sure he was named 
after a couch.”  He rolled his eyes.  “His 
name is Othneil.” 

 
“Oh.” 
 
We busied ourselves over the next several months, learning about their scientists, making posters 
and deciding how to dress up for the presentation. 
 
The night before the big day, Keith became very angry with me.  “Mom,” he whined, “You 
washed my jeans!  I have to have dirty jeans to be a dinosaur hunter!  I can’t be clean!”  He put 
his head in the jeans and sniffed.  “Oh no, they even smell pretty.  How could you do this to 
me?” 
 
“Ok, ok.  Look, we’ll go outside tomorrow before we leave and dust them with dirt.” 
 
We woke the next morning to a heavy downpour.  Keith had a fit at the thought of being a 
paleontologist with clean jeans, so I put my homeschooling creativity in high gear.  I came up 
with the perfect solution: whole-wheat flour!  Of course!  It’s brown, dust-like and even has bran 
flakes, which will look even more like pieces of dirt.  Keith scrunched up his nose in doubt when 
I told him my bright idea, but he really had no other choice if he wanted to look like an authentic 
dinosaur hunter. 



 
I didn’t want flour flying around the house, so we went out on the covered condominium porch 
we shared with a neighbor.  I was busy throwing flour at my child when the neighbor lady left 
for work.  She gave us a smile and a hello, but her look said she thought I was one crazy mother.    
 
I can only imagine possible discussions she had at work.  “I’m not kidding, she was throwing 
flour all over her kid.”  And a reply, “Well, I’m sure she was only trying to make sure he 
wouldn’t get stuck to the dumplings.”  And they would all roar with laughter at her crazy 
neighbors. 
 
We finished the job and I said proudly, “Keith, I’d say you look like you haven’t cleaned your 
jeans in at least two or three weeks of hard dinosaur digging.  You’re gonna be great.” 
 
He still looked doubtful, but he smiled when the flour created clouds of dust as he smacked his 
thighs. 
 
We had to run through the rain to reach the car, and again to the library door, but we finally 
made it, with Keith still looking “dirty.”  The meeting room was very warm.  Spring had 
definitely arrived, but I guess the library management thought it was too early in the year to turn 
on the air conditioner.   
 
Before the first child-scientist finished, I heard an odd, faint, popping noise coming from Keith’s 
direction.  As everyone began to turn and look, he wiggled around and tried not to look 
conspicuous, but it was no use.  Hundreds, maybe thousands of tiny bubbles were popping from 
the threads of his jeans.  The presentations went downhill from there because the kids were more 
interested in watching Keith’s jeans bubble than hearing anyone speak. 
 
The other moms, who had just spent months sewing fancy costumes, glared at me.  
 
I smiled sheepishly and asked, “I wonder who discovered yeast?” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Three 
The Cardboard Box Theory 

 
 

John and the kids were in the 
living room engrossed in various 
activities when I walked in with 
my latest homeschooling catalog.   
 
“John,” I began excitedly, “check 
this out, this curriculum says it 
will teach your kids all about -.” 
 
He didn’t even look up from the 
sports page.  He just put up his 
hand like some curriculum traffic 
cop, “Stop right there.” 
 
“No, wait, I’m sure I found the 
right one this time, I just know it.” 

 
“Debbie, you’ve barely used the stuff you already bought.” 
 
Melissa, over in the corner with her new box of sculpting clay working on a peregrine falcon, 
piped up, “Oh, I don’t know Dad, we’ve used the stuff Mom bought.  It’s pretty cool really.  
Yesterday four textbooks made a perfect support for our bike ramps.” 
 
“And those skinny ones make great bases for our ballgames,” added Keith, who then returned to 
categorizing his plastic dinosaurs by species. 
 
Melissa continued, “Yeah, and Keith, remember how good they worked so the blankets would 
stay in place for our Indian tepee?  And mom, you did say the grammar textbook was a good 
cure for insomnia.” 
 
I pretended to be absorbed in my curriculum catalog. 
 
Then Keith chimed back, “Ooh, ooh, yeah!  And don’t forget the one with the huge margins.  It 
was perfect for my cartoon flipbook.  And it was YOUR idea to use workbook pages for origami 
practice and paper airplane building.”  He paused and I thought it was over.  But he got an odd 
smirk on his face and went on, “And umm, remember how handy Explorations In Citizenship 
was when you ran out of toilet paper?” 
 
I cringed.  Then Melissa fired the final shot, “Mom, don’t you remember what happened last 
Tuesday, when we babysat cousin Nicky? We didn’t have to feed him any lunch after he chewed 
up chapter three of Transportation Methods in Peru.” 
 



John said, “What!  How did -?” 
 
I just held up my hand and said, “Don’t ask.” 
 
He sighed.  “Has it ever occurred to you this stuff is a waste of money?”  He grabbed the catalog 
out of my hands and started flipping through it. 
 
“Hey gimme that back!“  I grabbed at the catalog and we tussled over it until it tore in two.  
When I looked at my half, I was relieved.  I still had the order form. 
 
John began ripping up his half of the catalog,  “Don’t you see?  It’s no different from when they 
were babies.  We bought all those fancy toys only to watch them have more fun with the box.” 
 
I frowned and sat down to ponder this thought.  But I was too hungry to think.  I looked around 
to make sure John and the kids were busy again, then I quietly got up and crept into our 
bedroom.  There on the nightstand lay the huge Elementary Years Teacher Edition I purchased 
several months ago and used once.  I opened the cover and smiled.  The chocolate was still 
hidden in the hole I had cut out.   
 
As I munched on the candy, I continued to read over the current catalog, half of it anyway.  After 
all, I didn’t want it to go to waste. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Four 
Pulling It All Together 

 
 

 I was cleaning up the 
mess from a centripetal 
force experiment gone 
bad, when Melissa came 
running into the room 
crying, “Mom, look, he 
broke my space shuttle!” 
  
“Not on purpose!  I 
dropped it.  I can’t be 
blamed for the law of 
gravity ya know.”  Keith 
pushed her and continued, 
“And anyway, she 
dropped her books on my 
foot!” 
  
She pushed back and said, 

“Hey, I was doing that gravity experiment with things of two different weights.  How was I 
supposed to know your foot was there?” 
  
“Use your eyes, you asss…’teriod.” 
  
“Stop it!  Right now!”  I grabbed Keith’s arm and took him to one corner of the room.  “Keith, 
you sit here and Melissa, you sit over there, under the Mars poster.  Both of you just be quiet for 
a while.” 
  
I bet Isaac Newton got bonked on the head with the apple because he had a sister up in that tree. 
  
In the middle of refereeing, the doorbell rang.  “Oh, great, I bet that’s the plumber.”  We had to 
call him because Keith had done his own experiment with gravity by dropping corn cob holders 
into the garbage disposal.  
  
I told the kids they could watch the plumber if they promised to leave each other alone.  I went 
into the living room to rest on the couch.  I desperately wanted to prove the theory that an object 
at rest remains at rest until a force acts upon it.  But it’s difficult to exhibit inertia when you have 
kids because you never get the rest part started.  
  
As soon as I got comfortable, Melissa came creeping around the corner and whispered, “Psst, 
hey Mom, check this out.”  She was standing in the dining room and pointing to the kitchen, but 
I couldn’t see anything because of the wall.  I tried to ignore her, but she kept pssting and 
pointing.  Science being what it is, I could not ignore the force acting upon me.  I had to get up.  



  
As we peeked around the corner of the wall, Melissa continued, “ Look at that.  Boy, gravity’s a 
really strong force on his blue jeans, huh?” 
  
“Oh my goodness.” 
  
She was right.  Watching as the plumber bent further and further down in order to reach under 
the sink, we had a clear view of a moon.  Keith was helping and he was bent over as well.  By 
the looks of his rear, I thought he might make a great plumber one day.  We decided these were 
waxing moons so we left to watch TV until they were finished. 
  
Several minutes later, Keith came around the corner munching on a Moon Pie.  “What’s on?”  
  
“We’re watching the Carl Sagan video,” said Melissa. 
  
Keith jumped on the couch and gravity pulled billions and billions of crumbs onto the carpet. 
  
“Hey Keith,” I said,  “I know a machine that actually defies gravity.  Wanna see?” 
  
“Sure,” he said as he popped the last of the cookie into his mouth and wiped his hands on the 
couch arm. 
  
He grumbled as I dropped the mini-vacuum into his lap and pointed to the crumbs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Chapter Five 
A Banner Day 

 
 
At a meeting of local homeschoolers, I told one 
mom we were having fun learning about Davy 
Crockett.  She said, “Oh, I have this great 
sewing pattern I created for a coonskin cap.  
Your kids would love it.  I think I even have a 
copy of it here in my bag.”  And she proceeded 
to open up a huge hand-embroidered bag with 
files inside, looked in the one marked “C,” 
pulled out the pattern and handed it to me. 
 
I opened it up and looked it over.  “Hmm, yes, 
this is great.  Maybe the kids and I can make a 
couple of these.” 
 
She frowned.  “You’re holding it upside down.”  
She grabbed it out of my hands, folded it back 
up perfectly along the original crease and placed 
it back into her “C” file. 
 
What could I say?  I don’t sew.  So sue me.  I 
learned the scarred way I should stay far away 
from needles, bobbins, and seam rippers.  I don’t 
even do buttons.  That’s why my husband wears 

super-wide ties and keeps a stash of safety pins in his car ashtray.   
 
But I was determined to make a coonskin cap, somehow.  After some searching, I found a coonskin cap 
craft that used only plain poster board and cotton fill.  We cut a strip of board to fit around their heads and 
added a cutout coon tail shape to the back.  Then we glued the cotton stuffing all around the poster board 
for a three-dimensional-furry look and spray painted the whole thing brown.  As soon as the paint dried, 
the kids put them on. 
 
“Cool,” said Keith and he ran off to hunt deer for dinner. 
 
“Wow, Mom,” said Melissa as she studied her reflection in the mirror, mouth agape.  “They look just like 
pieces of cutout poster board with brown painted cotton fill glued to ‘em.” 
 
“Now Melissa, they don’t look THAT bad.  Keith likes his.”  She rolled her eyes, took her hat to her room 
and I never saw it again. 
 
We made other crafts with similar results.  Then one day Melissa and I attended a meeting for her First 
Communion and learned a new tradition had been started.  Each family makes a banner celebrating the 
accomplishment.  I elbowed Melissa and whispered, “Oh, how cool!  We’re gonna have a lot of fun with 
this.”  
 



Melissa said nothing and just sort of slinked down in her seat.  When we left the meeting, I asked her if 
something was wrong.  “Oh, I dunno, I just have visions of a banner that looks like felt, ribbons and 
cotton fill.” 
 
“Come on, Melissa, be positive!  I already have some great ideas for the banner.” 
 
“No!” she yelled, then covered her mouth and said calmly, “I mean, Mom, can’t I do it myself?” 
 
“But they want it to be a family project.” 
 
“Well can’t you just hold stuff for me or something?” 
 
“How about if you’re in charge of the design?” 
 
She agreed and created a lovely design.  The entire family participated in making the banner.  It really 
looked great.  Well, except for the ribbon I accidentally put on backwards and that teeny-tiny little place 
where I started writing her name in the wrong color, and oh, that one little hole where I dropped the glue 
gun. 
 
We turned our banner in so it could hang in church for two weeks prior to the big day.  We went to church 
a few days later, excited to see where our banner hung.  Everyone else’s looked great, but ours was 
nowhere to be found. 
 
After church we asked the education director to show us our banner.  “Oh, umm.” She looked around as if 
to see if anyone was listening and continued, “Well, yours was so great, we gave it a prominent spot, it’s 
up in the balcony.”  Then she rushed into the confessional. 
 
“Wow, Melissa did you hear that?  A prominent spot,” I said proudly. 
 
She glared at me.  “Mom, I know what prominent means and it doesn’t mean up in a balcony no one uses 
because the lights don’t work.” 
 
After that episode Melissa took charge of anything remotely crafty, especially her Halloween costumes.  
But it wasn’t the end of her problems. 
 
One year she made a jack-in-the-box outfit.  When the crank was turned, the lid flipped up and she 
popped out.   She came home totally exhausted because the people at each and every house insisted on 
turning the crank to see how it worked.   
 
Another year she went as a can of Pepsi and people kept trying to grab her off the sidewalk to recycle. 
 
The year she went as a cheetah our neighbors called the police because they thought a zoo animal 
escaped. 
 
When she complained, I just reminded her none of it would have happened if she had let me help. 
 
 
 

 
 



Chapter Six 
Quit Eyeballin’ Me 

 
 
I finally admitted to myself I wasn’t going to be an 
artistic and crafty homeschooling mom.  My talents lie 
elsewhere.  I decided I simply needed to sit down and 
list my skills and find ways to use them to enhance my 
children’s homeschooling experience.   
 
After a couple of weeks of staring at blank paper, I gave 
up. 
 
Then it was my turn to plan an outing with the 
homeschool group.  I chose fishing.  I noticed the other 
moms did not look too excited, but their kids thought it 
was a great idea, so everyone agreed. 
 
During the trip, I realized I was the only one baiting the 
hooks.  When the other moms saw the guts slide out of 
the worms, they covered their mouths with dainty 

handkerchiefs, scented with homemade potpourri, trying their best to stifle the gagging noises.  
That’s when I realized my particular talent.  I am able to withstand touching, smelling and 
looking at things that gross out those artistic moms.   
 
So when we were learning all about the senses and I found a project for dissecting real cow’s 
eyes, I knew immediately I found a slimy project I could handle.  We went to the local butcher 
and requested a bag of bovine eyeballs.  I received some strange looks when they handed over 
the bag, but what did I care; I throw flour on my kids and let them wear ugly homemade hats in 
public. 
 
A previous coin toss determined who would get to hold the bag in the car, so I handed it over to 
Keith.  When we returned home and were on the porch, Melissa grabbed for the bag because it 
was her turn to hold it.   
 
“No!” yelled Keith.  “We’re not exactly home yet, I have to be in the door.” 
 
As he pulled away, the bag ripped and ten cow eyes rolled and bounced everywhere.  With her 
usual sense of timing, our neighbor opened her door.  We all watched as a couple of eyeballs 
rolled past her feet and settled under the porch bench. 
 
She tried her best to make conversation, “What was that?” 
 
“Well, um, eyeballs,” I said, keeping my own from meeting hers. 
 
“Ha, no really, what is it?” she asked as she bent over for a closer look and touched one. 



 
“Seriously, it’s a cow’s eyeball,” I said.  “We’re going to -.” 
 
But I couldn’t finish because by then she had run out and jumped into her car.   
 
“Cool!” yelled Keith as she screeched her tires and screamed out of the parking lot.  I didn’t even 
want to think about the conversations she would have about her neighbors now. 
 
We corralled the eyeballs, and I rustled the kids into the house so we could begin dissecting.  I 
sliced an “x,” exactly as the book directed.  We all leaned over and watched as I carefully 
squeezed the eyeball at the right place and, just like it was supposed to, the lens popped out.  And 
stuck on the ceiling.  Right in the center of one of the ketchup stained spots.   
 
“Oooh bullseye, mom!” yelled Melissa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seven 
Something Screwy’s Going On Around Here 

 
 

 
“Look, there’s more down here.” I said as I bent over 
and peered under a dining room chair.  “John, these 
things are really becoming pests.  The little buggers 
are everywhere: in the carpet, the bed, and even the 
cottage cheese.” 
 
“The cottage cheese?  Ok, that has to be Keith’s fault,” 
he said. 
 
“Maybe for the cottage cheese, but this whole pest 
problem is your fault.” 
 
“Oh, Debbie, it’s no big deal.  And quit calling them 
pests.  They’re just computer screws.  We’ll get ‘em 
ok?  Come on Keith, let’s round them up.  And 
anyway,” my husband continued, “It’s all ultimately 
your fault.  Remember?  When we were dating?” 
 
“What are you guys talking about?” asked Keith filling 
his pockets with screws.   
 

“Well, Keith,” said John, “When I was dating your mother, I had two big interests, computers and disco 
dancing.  But I couldn’t decide which one to make my career.  So one night, your mother suggested I flip 
one of my platform shoes and let fate decide.  If the shoe landed right side up, disco dancing would be the 
obvious choice.  However, if the shoe landed upside down, then the computer career it would be.”   
 
He stopped picking up screws, stared up in the air and let out a long nostalgic sigh.  Then he continued, “I 
still remember it to this day, I threw that lime-green shoe and we watched as it descended, clearly headed 
right side up, until it hit a low-hanging disco ball and landed upside down, the imitation leather smashed 
against a yellow square on the blinking dance floor.”  He sighed again. 
 
“Well thank God for that disco ball!” said Keith shaking his head. “Otherwise we’d be living out on the 
streets with nothing but the leisure suits on our backs.”   
 
“Ok, you’re right” I said, “We did luck out there, but I didn’t anticipate the problems that came with this 
computer interest.”  I slapped my forehead and continued, “You know, I should have known I had a 
situation on my hands when we discovered our son fell asleep much easier to the sounds of a softly 
clicking keyboard rather than a lullaby.  And then when he began singing the ABC song, ‘a-s-d-f, j-k-l...’” 
 
“…q-w-e-r-t-y-u,” Keith continued, but stopped after he saw my face.   
 
But what did I expect?  After all, this man thinks a computer screen emits a much more romantic glow 
than candles. 
 



“You have to admit, Debbie.  These kids are learning a lot about computers and they’ll be far ahead of 
their peers.” 
 
“Yeah, but John, come on, we simply have to do something here.  You and Keith have taken in every 
stray, mangy computer part other people throw away.  And they are filling up our home.  Look around.  
We have computers, monitors, printers, software, motherboards, cases, mice, and electrical cords.” 
 
“Don’t forget the screws,” Keith said helpfully.   
 
“Look,” said John, “I think I have a solution.  We just need to designate one special area for the computer 
stuff.  Let’s put it in the corner of the living room.” 
 
So far I had managed to keep that room looking normal.  But I reluctantly agreed, after all, it was helping 
my kid’s education.  From this point on, when they wanted to fix a friend’s computer or build one for 
them, they took it to this designated workstation.  I still found screws, but at least they were in a more 
concentrated area. 
 
They almost always worked on the computers on Saturday afternoons and when I came around to check 
on their progress I would see the two of them relaxing on the couch watching some sporting event.   
 
“Oh, are you done?  I thought we could go hiking.”  
 
“No, not yet.”   
 
“But how can you be working on the computer if you’re watching the game?” 
 
Keith said, “Well, Mom, sometimes you have to wait for the computer’s operating system to load, detect 
hardware and run touchdowns, I mean, run software.  And you have to be here to hit the right buttons 
when they score, I mean, to continue the program.  Don’t worry, we should have it done very soon.” 
 
I’m not stupid.  After an entire football, basketball and baseball season, I noticed ‘very soon’ 
corresponded almost exactly with the end of the game.   
 
But that’s ok.  I have to admit our kids have learned a lot.  I just wish I could get used to the mess.   
 
I need to remember my best friend’s wisdom when I complained to her.  “Just be glad it’s not cars they 
love,” she said, as we sat in her living room next to two hubcaps, a used oil filter and a rusty muffler. 
 
Oh, and they could be making disco balls. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eight 
Rools Of The Rode 

 
 

 “I’m not gonna talk to him, you talk to him.” 
  
“No, I dialed the number, you talk to him.” 
  
“Oh, alright, give me the phone.  Umm, hello 
Dad?  This is Melissa.  Mom locked herself in the 
bathroom again.  Yeah.  She says we ask too 
many questions.  What happened?  Well, it all 
started ‘cause she had a new idea for working 
with us on spelling.  Today when we asked how to 
spell something, she said ‘Well, how do you think 
you spell it?’  I think she wanted to see how much 
we already knew about the word on our own.  She 
said it was a better way to help us learn.”  
  
Keith grabbed the phone and said, “Yeah and 
Dad, I wanted to help her too, so when she asked 
me how in the world the floor got wet, I said, 
‘Well, how do ya think it got wet?’ And she got 
really mad.  Sometimes I just don’t get her.” 

  
“Gimme that back Keith, I was talking.  Ok, anyway, Dad, I think we did end up doing what she 
wanted, which was to really think about the spelling of a word before we asked for help.  But I 
guess it made us have even more questions. 
  
“Like what?  Well, Keith asked why goat is g-o-a-t instead of g-o-t-e.  Or why it’s b-a-k-e 
instead of b-a-i-k.  Yeah, well that’s what she said, that there’s more than one way to spell 
certain sounds, but only one’s right.  But I said I didn’t see why I couldn’t just choose the one I 
wanted, you know, like I do for ice cream. 
  
“I’m pretty sure she heard me say that, but she just kept on going.  She told us goat uses the ‘two 
vowels go walking’ rule.  Then Keith asked her why we don’t just write ‘long’ and ‘short,’ 
vowels in different sizes, to make it all easier.  I thought that would be cool too. 
  
“But she just kept on talking, mumbling really, saying something about why do most of the 
spelling rules have those um, ‘damn exceptions.’  Huh?  Well I know I’m not supposed to curse 
Dad.  Don’t get mad at me for saying that, I’m just telling ya what she said.  Anyway, so then I 
asked her if some of our home rules could have exceptions too.  Like, do we hafta clean up our 
rooms every single week?  Can’t we sometimes make an exception?  We don’t think she liked 
this idea.  What do you think Dad?  Dad?  You still there?  No, I’m not finished yet, there’s 
more.  
  



“Ok, anyway, then I started wondering why the letter C is even around since it doesn’t have its 
own sound.  She looked confused and said somethin’ about how the ABC song wouldn’t come 
out right without that letter.”   
  
Keith grabbed the phone again.  “But, Dad, I’ve been thinking about that and told her that’s not 
true because the song has you do that ‘lmnop’ part really fast to get all the letters in.  You know 
what I mean, don’t you Dad?  Come on, sing the song and see what happens when you get to that 
part.  Huh?  Whaddya mean you don’t wanna sing it at work?” 
  
Melissa grabbed the phone back.  “That’s about it Dad.  No wait, one more thing happened.  I 
wanted to know how to spell ‘sound’ because I wanted to write in my journal about The Sound 
of Music, the best movie ever.  I was confused about o-u and o-w.  She said to use o-u inside a 
word and o-w at the end.  But what about brown?  You know, like in the song?  ‘Brown paper 
packages wrapped up in string?  These are a few of my favorite things-.’” 
  
“Aaack, shut up Melissa!  I am so sick of you singing that stuff.” 
  
“You shut up Keith.  And don’t tell me-.  What?  Oh sorry Dad.  Anyway, that’s when she said 
she felt like she needed to throw up and locked herself in the bathroom.  And Keith kneeled 
down and put his lips at the bottom door crack and asked her if that’s spelled t-h-r-o-e as in toe. 
  
“Hold on Dad. What Keith?  Uh oh!  Sorry Dad, but I gotta go now.  Mom’s stuck trying to get 
out the window.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nine 
Keep It Moving 

 
 

We did a lot of reading aloud in our family.  
Choosing books beyond reading levels gave us a 
chance for advanced learning while reading skills 
were still being formed.   
 
After Melissa got tired of reading those books to 
us, it was my turn to read. 
 
I began, “Amelia Bedelia went out -.”  Grrrble, 
grrble, grrble. 
 
“Oh, no, not again.  Mom!  What’s with your 
stomach?  I can’t focus on the book.” Melissa 
whined. 
 
“Sorry,” I said and grabbed my stomach as if that 
was going to shut it up.  “I can’t help it.  Maybe 
we should eat.  Let’s try again after lunch.” 
 
“Doesn’t bother me,” Keith said as he turned flips 

on the floor.   
 
“That’s ‘cause you’re never sitting here next to her,” replied Melissa. 
 
She was right; Keith rarely sat on the couch with us.  He usually jumped from the couch to the 
chair, did flips on the floor, or drew in his sketchbook.  He claimed he listens better that way.  I 
had a hard time believing this, but every time I tried to test his comprehension by sneaking in 
something that wasn’t really in the book, he caught me.   
 
“Ok,” I would read, “I’ll meet you at the Eiffel Tower at three o’clock sharp.” 
 
 “Hey wait a minute,” Keith would say, looking at me while standing on his head.  “I thought 
they were in London.  How’d they get to Paris?”  I finally quit testing and let him run around as 
he pleased. 
 
Grrble, Grrble. 
 
“Ok, that’s it,” said Melissa and she grabbed the book, slamming it shut.  “Let’s just have lunch 
and read this later.” 
 
“Fine.”  
 



After lunch, we sat down to read once again. 
 
It worked.  I read for a solid ten minutes with no stomach growling.   
 
I continued, “Amelia came back and said, ‘floo slrple dreee.’” 
 
Bam!  I felt a sharp pain in my side. 
 
“Mom, hey Mom!  Wake up.  We didn’t understand what she said.” 
 
“Wh, what?  Oh sorry.”  I blinked my eyes and shook my head a couple of times and continued, 
“Amelia came back and said she didn’t know slloooooodldld.” 
 
Bam, another wake up call. “Stop that!  It hurts.” I complained. 
 
“Well, then quit falling asleep.” 
 
“I can’t help it, I always get sleepy after lunch.” 
 
“Hey,” said Keith from under a couch cushion, “I know!  Why don’t you stand up and walk 
around while you read?” 
 
I decided to try out his idea.  If he could listen better by moving around, maybe I could read 
better.  So while I walked and read, Keith ran circles around me and Melissa lay on the couch.   
 
After several more minutes, I heard a large thud.  From my position on the floor, I sleepily 
watched as my kids looked at each other and said in unison, “Gravity.” 
 
I grabbed the couch cushion, rolled over, and took a nap. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten 
Ch-Ch-Ch-Cheetah 

 
 
As soon as I saw John get out of the car, I was out 
the door.  He had been out of town for three days 
and boy, did I miss him.  I wanted to be the first to 
welcome him home.  He saw me coming but I 
opened the door before he could lock it and said, 
“John, we have a problem.” 
 
“So, what else is new?” he sighed. 
 
“No, really, this is a doozy.   Melissa badly wants 
a cheetah pet.” 
 
He went to the trunk to retrieve his suitcase, “So 
what’s the big deal?” 
 
“Are you kidding?  I don’t even think we could 
get one into this country.”  We continued the 
conversation while walking inside. 
 
“Why not?  I’m certain we could, especially since 

it’s close to the holidays.  I saw a commercial for one just last night.  If that’s all she wants, we 
can handle it.  You only have to trim it once in a while and give it some water.” 
 
“John, quit fooling around.  You know they are much too dangerous.” 
 
“Too dangerous?  What harm can a little alfalfa do?” 
 
“Alfalfa?  I said cheetah pet, not chia pet.” 
 
“Oh.  So get her a toy stuffed one,” he said, pitching his suitcase on the bed. 
 
“Well, that would be the obvious solution wouldn’t it?” I said and folded my arms.  “However, 
something else happened while you were out of town.”   
 
When he saw my face, he said, “I’ll be right back,” and left the room.  He returned with cold 
washcloth, and lay down on the bed.   
 
After he put the washcloth on his forehead, I began, “Ok, she picked up a couple of books in the 
library the other day because they had animals on the cover.  She’s going through every animal 
book they have.  Anyway, these books were about taxidermy.  It upset her terribly.  Now she 
thinks any realistic-looking stuffed animal was once alive.  She gave all of hers to Keith and 



won’t touch them.  So, if we want a stuffed cheetah to work as a pet, it’s going to have to be life-
like and if it’s life-like, she won’t accept it.” 
 
“Let’s just let it go for awhile.  Maybe she’ll forget about it.” 
 
“No she won’t John.  I’m telling you, she’s desperate.  She’s even made her own little zoo 
outside, made up of sticks.  Do you hear me?  The animals are sticks!  And she’s getting splinters 
from petting the cheetah so much.” 
 
He closed his eyes for several minutes and I thought he fell asleep.  Suddenly he sat up, “I’ve got 
it!  Paper mache.  It’s perfect.  She loves to make things, so why not make her own pet?  Maybe 
we can even figure out how to use cotton fill for some fake fur.” 
 
“She’s definitely not going to let me help with that.” I said. 
 
“I’ll do it.  It’ll be our project.  I’ll be home more anyway since the boss gave me this cell phone.  
Heck, this is perfect,” and he balled up the washcloth and tossed it victoriously in the air. 
 
This idea just seemed too simple to me, but I was glad to have this problem off my hands so I let 
him have at it. 
 
The next week, the two of them began the project.  But after the armature was framed and the 
first layer of paper strips had been applied, Melissa had to go it alone.  Dad was preoccupied 
because he had misplaced his cell phone.  He spent several days backtracking his steps and was 
really worried.  He did not want to tell his boss he lost it. 
 
Melissa finished up the project on her own.  She painted it and was so excited to finally have her 
very own cheetah pet.  She loved it.  It really seemed to satisfy her need.  Life was back to what 
we call normal and John was feeling very smug. 
 
A day or two later, however, she came up to me, looking very worried.  She said, “Listen Mom.”  
And she shook the cheetah.  Something was banging around inside its gut. 
 
“I know what it is Mom.” 
 
“You do?” 
 
“Yeah, dad’s cell phone.” 
 
When John came home we told him what happened.  “You’ve got to be kidding.  I don’t believe 
it.” 
 
“Then call the number.”   
 
Melissa sat the cheetah on the cabinet, he dialed the number and the cheetah’s belly began to 
ring. 



 
“Oh, thank God!” And he tried to grab the cheetah. 
 
“No Dad!  Leave Chiquita alone!”  And she ran off with the paper animal. 
 
John looked at me, “Oh, great, what am I going to do now, tell my boss Chiquita the cheetah ate 
it?” 
 
John went into her room to talk with her.  “Melissa, you know we have to get it out of there.”  
Melissa hugged the cheetah tighter.   
 
“No!  I love her.” 
 
“Well, if you love her, you have to let me get the phone out.  She will get sick with a phone in 
there.  She can get something called cellulite.” 
 
Her eyes got very big.  “Really?  Gosh, Dad, I’ve heard of that.  I heard mom talking on the 
phone about some ladies who had it.   It sounds awful.  I wouldn’t want Chiquita to go through 
that.” 
 
“Your cheetah is lucky to have an owner like you.” 
 
“Can you help her?” 
 
“I’ll try my best.” 
 
So the first known surgery on a paper mache animal was performed on our kitchen table. 
 
Melissa sat next to Chiquita and held her paw as John sliced its chest and carefully pulled it apart 
enough to get the phone out.  He managed to do it without tearing the whole body in two.  Then 
came time to close the wound.  I was the nurse and had a nice wallpaper paste prepared and 
sterilized, with fresh newspaper ready to go. 
 
But something was wrong.  John had a hard time closing up the hole.   He looked at Melissa and 
said, “Honey, I’m sorry, but I thinks she’s lost too much paper to go on.” 
 
“No!” Melissa screamed.  “Let me do it.”  And she took the paste and papers and lovingly 
worked on it for what seemed like hours.   
 
John and I paced in the hallway.  She finally came out and said, “Well, looks like she’s gonna be 
ok.” 
 
When I went in to see Chiquita, she looked a little worn, but we all felt confident she would 
recover.  I was so relieved. But next time, I’m getting the pet chia. 



Chapter Eleven 
I Want Candy 

 
 

One year, a few days after Halloween, I found my 
kids in Melissa’s room, candy and wrappers all 
around.  They had chocolate extending past their lips 
onto their cheeks and chins. 
 
“What’s going on in here?” 
 
Melissa popped a mini chocolate bar into her mouth 
and said, “Umm, we’re practishing shubtraction.”  
They both looked up at me with brown-toothed grins. 
 
“Oh, great idea!” I said and joined them on the floor.  
They were sorting the candy according to a variety of 
categories and negotiating trades.  “What about me?” 
I asked, eyeing the pile of chocolate bars. 
 
They slid two big piles of candy corn in front of me.  
“Eww, come on, you guys, give me something 

besides candy corn.  I hate candy corn.” 
 
“Well, so do we,” said Melissa. 
 
Keith popped a sour treat into his mouth and after his eyes cleared and his mouth unpuckered, he 
asked, “Hey, Mom, who thought of candy corn anyway?  It’s gross.”  Then his eyes lit up, “But, 
hey, if I eat it, can I count it as a vegetable?”  He picked one up and studied it.  “Why don’t they 
sell candy broccoli or candy Brussels sprouts?”   
 
I just shrugged my shoulders and continued to pine for chocolate. 
 
Melissa said, “Well I read in the paper the other day that candy corn is over 100 years old.” 
 
“No wonder it tastes so bad,” mused Keith.  Melissa and I nodded in agreement. 
 
I just had to get some of that chocolate, so I worked a deal for quite a nice stash.  But it cost me; 
I had to do their chores for a month.   
 
When I complained, Keith gave me a lecture on the laws of supply and demand.  The little 
capitalist pig.  He takes after his father, who I will never, ever play a game of Monopoly with 
again. 
 
I thought eating the candy was only good for learning about subtraction, but unfortunately I 
learned several weeks later that it was also very good for addition. 



 
“Mom, what’s with all the grunting up here?” asked Keith as he strolled into my bedroom 
carrying a glass of milk.   
 
“Gosh, honey, I dunno, these pants must have shrunk.  I can’t get ‘em zipped.”  I sucked in my 
gut again and pulled until my face turned purple. 
 
“I don’t think it’s the pants mom.  You look like you’ve been gaining a bit,” he said in that 
truthful way only a boy with no girlfriend experience can do.  Then he patted my butt and 
continued, “Yep, looks like your mass has increased exponentially and the volume of your jeans 
is not going to hold it.”   
 
He took a sip of his milk and said, “I’ve got one word for you mom:  elastic.”   
 
I pelted him with candy corn until he left the room. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve 
Between A Rock And A Hard Place 

 
“Mom, I can’t find my diorite, have you seen it?” 
 
“Your what?” 
 
“You know, my diorite.  I’m thinking it may even 
be granodiorite because it might have quartzite 
and I wanna test it.” 
 
Oh, he was talking about a rock.  I know this 
because every other word out of his mouth ended 
in –ite.  See, I’ve learned if you put any 
combination of letters in front of –ite, you 
probably have the name of a rock or mineral. 
 
A few months ago, to encourage Keith’s interest 
in fossils, we joined a local geological society.  
Sounds very scientific and educational, right?  
Yeah, well, really it’s just a fancy name for people 
who fill their houses with rocks.    
 

Keith fit in immediately.  Through this club, Keith learned so much that what looked like an old 
dirty rock to me suddenly became a treasure to add to his collection.  Soon after joining, I found 
piles of rocks everywhere, on the bookshelf, under couch cushions, in the cottage cheese.   
 
“Sorry Keith, I don’t know where your rock is.” It wasn’t really a lie, since I had no idea which 
specific rock he was talking about.  But I admit I had been quietly trying to purge the piles.  If I 
saw a rock lying around, I would just pitch it outside.   
 
He put his hands on his hips and looked at me accusingly.  “You threw it outside didn’t you?” 
 
I took a step back and shrugged.  “Really, I don’t know.  Ok, I did throw one out today, but heck, 
I don’t know which one it was.  It looked like a piece of gravel from the road that came in on 
somebody’s shoe.” 
 
How does he always know when one disappears?  People who are into this hobby call 
themselves rock hounds and now I know why.  Keith can tell if a rock is gone just by sniffing the 
air.  
 
“Mom!  I can’t believe you pitched it!  That rock is one of my few igneous rocks.” 
 
“Well, duh, aren’t all rocks pretty dumb?” I asked. 
 
“No, not ignorant, IGNEOUS, formed by heat.” 



 
“Fine.  We’ll get another, if we can get rid of this one.”  I grunted to pick up a heavy gray rock 
that had been in the hallway for months.   
“No way!  That’s my favorite sedimentary rock, it’s a type of limestone.” 
 
“What are you talking about?  Aren’t all rocks lazy?  I mean, I’ve never seen one move a bit.”  I 
didn’t even mention the fact that the rock couldn’t be limestone since it wasn’t even green. 
 
“No, not sedentary, SEDIMENTARY, formed by layering.” 
 
“Whatever.”  I didn’t know rocks had any fashion sense.  I realized I probably shouldn’t get rid 
of this particular rock anyway because I needed it to hide the carpet indentation it had already 
created.   
 
I carefully put the rock back in its place on the carpet, picked up another one, and continued, 
“Ok, Keith, come on, you have to admit this rock really looks dull and boring.  Let’s pitch it.  
Please?” 
 
“Geez, Mom, don’t you know anything?  That’s a metamorphic rock, the most complicated 
kind.” 
 
I examined it more closely.   “Hmm, well, for a rock, it does have a muscular, athletic look I 
suppose.” 
 
“Arrrgh!  Mom, you’re thinking of mesomorphic, METAMORPHIC rock is one that has actually 
changed from its original form.  And its cleavage is -.” 
 
“Cleavage!?  How do you know about cleavage mister? What are they teaching you at that rock 
club?” 
 
“Oh, Mom cool it.  Cleavage is a term for how a rock breaks and is used for identification 
purposes.”   
 
Well, yeah, I thought, a lot of people can identify actresses by their cleavage too.  He was really 
getting irritated and I decided to back off, especially since he happened to have his brand-new 
rock hammer hanging in one of the belt loops on his jeans. 
 
I had to promise never to pitch out a rock unless I had his permission.  Of course, I never got to 
throw a rock out again.  The piles grew and grew.  After several months, just to have room to 
move around, I had to get rid of a couch, three chairs, and the refrigerator.   
But I did become very good at rock climbing. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen 
Letter Writing Campaign 

 
 

Melissa stuck her head in the front door and 
yelled, “Mom, the mail’s here.  Come help.  It’s 
really heavy.”  I opened the door and looked out.  
Oh no, not more free stuff.  Ever since I found 
that book suggesting writing to companies for free 
stuff, we have been overloaded.   
 
Yes, I wanted the kids to have a real reason for 
writing, but I didn’t anticipate the result.  Our 
home did not hold all this free stuff and the rocks.   
So I soon found myself paying $50 a month for a 
storage unit to hold all the free magnets, pencils, 
and food samples.   
 
Fortunately this should be the last batch because I 
found an even better idea for writing practice: 
letters to friends and relatives.  I knew they 
wanted to learn more about homeschooling and 
what better way to help them understand than 

having the kids write about their activities.  It was a stroke of genius on my part.  I could meet 
two goals with one box of pencils.  Although if it took more, we had plenty in that storage unit. 
  
The phone rang while we were dragging in the free-stuff box.  It was Aunt Nora.  “What in the 
world is going on over there?” she asked. 
  
“What are you talking about?” I asked, gripping the receiver.  Aunt Nora was a bit skeptical 
about homeschooling. 
  
“Well, it was in Keith’s latest letter.”   
 
Oh, a letter.  I relaxed.  She just wanted to talk about something the kids have been doing.  My 
idea was working.   
 
 “Says right here you chained him to the bed,” Aunt Nora continued in an accusing tone. 
  
“What?  When?”  I stammered while thinking about our recent activities.  “Wait a minute, didn’t 
he finish the story?  We’ve been reading about Houdini and he’s been doing magic stuff for a 
month.” 
  
“Doesn’t say that here.  Then it goes into how you beat him too.  What the heck is going on?” 
  



My thoughts raced.  I saw this letter, and I helped him proof it.  He wrote about how I beat him 
at a math game we created.  Why isn’t this coming out right? 
  
“Aunt Nora, something strange is going on.” 
  
“I’ll say.” 
  
“No, I mean I saw the letter, it’s about a game we played together.” 
  
“Well, it doesn’t say that here.  I tend to believe my nephew.  It looks very truthful.  After all, 
this is written in D’nealian.”   
  
Keith was behind me writing on the wall with a free pen he just received and listening to the 
conversation.  Suddenly he yelled, “It worked!  It worked!” 
  
“What are you talking about Keith?  Hold on Aunt Nora.”  He looked at me with guilty eyes.   
  
“Well Mom, umm, see, I found this recipe for disappearing ink and so I wrote the letter partly 
with that and partly with real ink to see if it would work.  I couldn’t tell you ‘cause I’m learning 
to be a spy and spies have to keep things secret ya know.” 
  
I glared at him and went back to my conversation. 
  
“Uh, Nora I’m back.  Look here’s what happ-” 
  
“OK!”  I heard my aunt yelling at someone.   I then heard the muffled voice of my uncle in the 
background.  Nora said, “Listen dear, I don’t have time to continue this right now, your uncle 
wants to speak with you.” 
  
“Hi Debbie.  So, how did I do the last time?”  Oh great.  My uncle wants to know his grade.  
Ever since my kids got the bright idea of including quizzes in their letters, the relatives all went 
crazy. 
  
I sighed and moved the phone to my other ear.  “Uncle Bob, I don’t know how you did.  You’ll 
have to ask Keith and he just ran off somewhere.” 
  
“But I just have to know if I got that one question on eyeballs right.” 
  
“It’s ok, Uncle Bob, it’s just for fun.” 
  
“No, no, I want to do well.  Gosh, I hope I got an A. I need to bring my average up.  Your aunt 
beat me by one question last time.”  
  
“What?  Have you guys turned this into a competition?” 
  



“Well, it just sorta happened that way.  One day I said, ‘you mean you don’t know that?’ when 
she asked about a question on simple machines.  Then she got mad and found the answer 
herself.  Now we, um, just sort of do the quizzes on our own.”  His voice lowered to a whisper, 
“So, Deb, what’s coming up?” 
  
“What do you mean?” 
  
“I mean,” he said, still whispering, “What’s the next subject you guys are working on?  I want to 
bone up on it.  Hey, maybe you can you figure out what questions they’ll ask for me ahead of 
time?  Come on, I never told your parents it was you who burned that hole in the couch.  This is 
a good way to pay me back.” 
  
“Uncle Bob!  You’re asking me to cheat?” 
  
“I can’t take the pressure!” 
 
After I hung up, I grabbed a free pen, and wrote a letter to a company offering free bubble bath.   
 
I requested rush delivery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen 
Toast 

 
 

All I wanted was a simple piece of toast.  I sleepily 
pulled a slice of bread from the loaf, shuffled across 
the kitchen to the counter and dropped it in the toaster.  
It fell silently on an empty cabinet.   
 
Still groggy, I thought I just missed the slot so I felt 
around for the toaster.  It wasn’t there. 
 
I heard munching in the dining room so I asked, 
“Anyone seen the toaster lately?” 
 
“Nope,” said Melissa and she went back to reading the 
list of ingredients on the cereal box. 
 
Keith didn’t answer.  He was too busy trying to spell 
the word “butt” with his alphabet cereal. 
 

 “Keith,” I began calmly, “Where’s my toaster?”  He didn’t hear me because he was busy 
dumping the contents of the cereal box into a larger bowl so he could search for another “t.” 
 
“Keith,” I repeated a bit more agitated.  “Where’s my toaster?”  He looked up and saw me 
standing there with my piece of bread and said, “Oh, it’s in my room.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“It wasn’t toasting quite right and I wanted to fix it.  Besides I wanted to see how it works.” 
 
So I went to his room and looked around.  The room was a mess.  I pushed through piles of 
rocks, free stuff, and dinosaurs.  I found two spoons and my hairdryer, but no toaster. 
 
“Keith, I can’t find it.” 
 
He joined me in his room.  “Oh, well, umm, it’s here Mom.  You just have to look around.  See, 
here’s the button you press.  And over there’s the cover.  I don’t have it quite back together yet.  
I got sidetracked.” 
 
“Keith, I want toast!” I yelled. 
 
John came running in with shaving cream over half of his face.  I told him what happened with 
the toaster and continued, “And this happens all the time.  It wasn’t so bad with the tape player, 
because I still had my radio.  But he had the phone apart the other day when it rang and I had to 



lay my head on the table to listen while holding the speaker with two hands in order to talk.  My 
back still hurts.  But I can even handle that.  However, you know how I need my morning toast.” 
 
“Oh, come on,” he said.  “It’s not that big a deal Debbie.” 
 
“Oh yeah?  I think he has his sights on the coffee maker next.” 
 
Suddenly he came up with a solution.  He suggested I take Keith to a secondhand store and buy 
an old radio and a couple of other items for him to take apart. 
 
When we returned home from purchasing the items, Keith and I had a little talk. 
 
“Ok, Keith,” I began, pointing at the second hand items sitting on the dining room table, “See 
this stuff?  This is yours, you can unscrew the backs, take apart the knobs, and check out how it 
works all you like.” 
 
“See this?” I pointed to the toaster, which was back in its rightful place.  “This is my toaster.  It 
makes my bread a nice brown color, adds a wonderful crunch to it, and really enhances my day.  
Do not take this or anything else inside this house apart.  Deal?”   
 
We shook on it. 
 
The next morning, I happily crunched on a piece of toast.  It was so good I finished off the loaf.  
I needed more bread for tomorrow so I told the kids to put on some clothes so we could take a 
quick trip to the store.   
 
While walking to the driver’s side of the car, I tripped.  “What’s that?”  
 
Keith replied, “Oh, that’s the carburetor.”  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen 
Mother Nature 

 
 

One day while I was in Keith’s room looking for 
my blender, I saw his nature journal on the bed 
and decided to take a look.   
 
*** 
August 10 
Mom told us all about the hours of fun she had 
catching salamanders as a kid.  She said they 
come in many colors and spotted patterns and are 
really cute.  So today we went in search of one.  
She showed us a rock that she said would 
probably have a salamander underneath and 
pulled it up.  There WAS a creature underneath.  
A snake.  Mom screamed, dropped the rock, and 
ran.  We went home early.   
 
August 17 
Today a bird flew right over mom’s head and 
pooped in her hair.  It was cool.  We went home 

REAL early. 
 
August 23 
Today at the end of our hike, mom found an interesting plant near a tree and pulled off a leaf.  
Then she took our plant identification handbook out of her backpack and we looked it up.  It was 
poison ivy.  We should have gone home early. 
 
September 1 
Today’s path went over a creek, but the bridge was broken, probably from that big storm last 
week.  Mom saw one of those vines hanging down from a tall tree and said, “Watch this guys.”  
She grabbed the vine, walked backwards a few feet, gave a Tarzan yell and ran forward jumping 
off the creek edge.  The vine broke and mom belly flopped.  Melissa and I applauded.  Mom 
didn’t bow. 
 
September 12 
On today’s hike, Mom surprised a skunk.  She said she had no idea they could spray that far.  
Later that night I heard her tell dad that there is some truth to the tomato juice theory, but you 
need to mix it with vodka and drink it. 
 
September 20 
Today mom took the lead and headed down the trail.  She ran into a spider web.  She spit it out 
of her mouth, frantically wiping the sticky strings off her arms and face while stepping 
backwards and screaming at us to tell her where the spider was.  Her heel hit a tree root and she 



fell on some wildflowers that had bumblebees on them.  A bee went down her shirt and she 
bounced up, pulling up her shirt and slipped on some wet leaves.  The bee flew out and she 
realized she was sitting on a fire ant nest.  She took the lead and headed for the car. 
 
October 2 
Mom bought a brand new fancy compass and a topographic map.  She showed us where we 
were, point A and where we were headed, point B.  Several hours later, we found a road and 
went up to an old man working in his garden.  Mom showed him her map and asked him where 
we were.  He said point Z.  
 
October 3 
We went to the library to get books about nature. 
*** 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Sixteen 
A Classic Conversation 

 
 

Keith and I sat at opposite ends of the kitchen 
table.  The tape player sat in the middle, 
surrounded by cassettes. 
 
Keith picked out a tape and inserted it into the 
machine.  Calm, relaxing classical music filled 
the room.   
 
I said, “Ok, that’s Beethoven for sure.” 
 
“Nope, it’s Bach.” 
 
“Well, ok, I was close, it was a “B” composer.” 
 
Then it was my turn.  I inserted my tape and 

screaming electric guitar came out of the machine. “Ok, that’s Chicago,” he said. 
 
“Nope, it’s Boston.” 
 
“Ok, I was close, I knew it was a city.” 
 
Keith played another song.  “Ok, that’s the Chopping dude,” I said confidently. 
 
“Mom,” he said disgusted, “It’s Chopin and it’s pronounced like this ‘ShowPan.’” 
 
“Whatever. Give me a point.” I played my next one. 
 
“That’s the Moody Blues,” said Keith. 
 
“Nope, it’s Deep Purple.” 
 
“Ok, I was close on the color wheel.  Give me half a point.”  He played his next tune. 
 
“Keith!  I know that one.  It’s Mozart.” 
 
“Sorry mom, but it’s Handel.” 
 
“I’m close, they both had strange hair.  I think they even wore makeup.” 
 
“You’re talking to me about strange hair and makeup?  I have one word for you Mom: Kiss.” 
 
“Let’s move on.  Listen to this.” 
 
“That’s Humble Pie,” he said. 
 
“No way!  It’s obviously Cream.  Haven’t you learned anything?” 



 
“Hey, I was close, both food.”  He put in another tape. 
 
“Paganini.” 
 
“Puccini.” 
 
“I was close.  It’s an ini,” I said.  “Ok, how about this one?”   
 
“The Who?” 
 
“Don’t ask me,” I said, “You have to guess.” 
 
“I’m right?” 
 
“What?  No, I’m still waiting for your answer.” 
 
“The Who?” he repeated. 
 
“Yeah, I’m waiting to know who you think this is.” 
 
“No,” he said.  “I mean I’m guessing The Who.” 
 
“The Guess Who or The Who?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“You changed your mind?” 
 
“What?” 
 
“You’re switching to Yes?” 
 
“No!” he yelled. 
 
“Well, then what’s your guess?” 
 
“Aaack.  How about U2?” 
 
“Nope, it is the Guess Who.”  I smiled. 
 
“That was a Cheap Trick Mom.” 
 
“Sorry, wrong again.” 

 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seventeen 
Don’t Fence Me In 

 
Carrying a pile of laundry stacked up to my 
nose, I successfully rounded the last corner 
of my path.  Suddenly a deep recorded voice 
rang out, “Step away from the door.  You are 
too close to the room.”  Bells and buzzers 
screeched.  I dropped the clothes and put my 
hands over my ears.  Ever since we learned 
about electricity, our home was full of bells 
ringing, lights flashing, and fuses blowing. 
 
Keith opened his door, saw me with blue 
jeans, t-shirts and underwear covering my 
feet and quickly turned off the racket.  
“Sorry mom.  I did that for Melissa.  I want 

her to keep out of my room.” 
 
We had a lot of fun with electrical projects, but lately the kids were having a big war about 
bedroom privacy and rigged up burglar alarms for their rooms.  We were between activities and 
suffering from cabin fever.  We needed to get involved in something and get out of the house. 
 
One idea I saw in the homeschooling newsletter I thought we might try was fencing lessons.  So 
far our kids had participated in several sports: karate, soccer, tennis, softball and swimming.  Oh, 
and since we live in Southern Indiana, of course they’ve played basketball.  Actually it’s a law. 
 
I decided to talk this fencing idea over with John. 
 
“Well Debbie, I think it’s cool that a fencing club wants to have a special daytime class for 
homeschoolers.  I bet they’ll have lots of fun.” 
 
“I don’t know John, I’m just not sure.  I have this bad feeling about it, especially considering the 
way they’ve been getting along lately.  Is giving the kids swords and telling them to go at it 
really a good idea?”  
 
“Oh, don’t be silly, it’s in a controlled environment.”   
 
Hah.  If I learned anything these past several years, it’s that when my family is around, 
environments are anything but controlled.  But I decided to check it out.  After all, it was only a 
three-month trial. 
 
I couldn’t remember the name of the club, so I looked it up in the phone book.  I found it easily 
and dialed them up. 
 
“Hello, Acme Fencing. Can I help you?” 



 
“Yes, hello, my kids want to try fencing.” 
 
“Really?  That’s unusual.  Kids don’t usually like fencing, it’s the parents who want to control 
kids.” 
 
“Oh, don’t worry, I’m not one of those crazy moms who tries to live through her kids.” 
 
“Well, do you want metal or wood?” 
 
“Wood?  Won’t that cause splinters?” 
 
“Well, yeah, sometimes I get a few.  But don’t worry; I can handle it.  Now, tell me, what is the 
area to be fenced?” 
 
I panicked.  I didn’t know the first thing about the sport.  “Is this a quiz?  Goodness, I have no 
idea of the size of the legal playing field.  I know nothing about fencing, that’s why I called you.  
Will you teach my kids?” 
 
“Teach your kids?  Lady, I don’t even like kids all that much.  Hell, just build a border and throw 
‘em outside I say.” 
 
 “That’s not a very good attitude.  I thought you wanted to teach them a sport?” 
 
“A sport?” 
 
“Yeah with swords and stuff.” 
 
“Lady this is a fencing company, we build fences around yards.”   
 
To save myself the embarrassment, I said I was just kidding and ended up with $500 worth of 
fencing and had to rent another storage unit since we live in a condo. 
 
I finally located the sport-fencing club and we went for our first lesson. From the beginning, 
what fascinated Melissa and Keith most was the uniform.   Fencing uniforms are rigged up 
electronically and when an opponent makes a good strike in the appropriate part of the chest, 
lights flash and buzzers buzz.  
 
The kids had a good time with the lessons, but it was all for fun.  Neither of them wanted to 
pursue fencing seriously, so their last time would be the tournament held at the end of the trial 
period.   
 
The way the draw worked out, Melissa and Keith were up against one another.  I found it odd, 
but they seemed glad about this situation.  As a matter of fact, they got along very well the week 
leading up to the match and spent a lot of time in Keith’s room.  I was just glad the bedroom 
wars were over. 



 
On the day of the match, John and I watched as Melissa and Keith took their turn on the floor.  
They tapped swords and the match began.  Soon Melissa had a target hit on Keith’s chest and the 
lights went off as expected.   
 
Suddenly, though, a strange recorded voice rang out loudly through the speakers, “Arrgh, ye 
scurvy dog. Gotcher right in the mizzenmast.”   
 
Then Keith hit Melissa’s target area and everyone heard, “Well shiver me timbers, ye fights like 
a landlubber.”   
 
“Ye hornswaggle.”      
 
“Ye cowardly swab.” Everyone looked around but could see no one yelling or even holding a 
microphone.   
 
Uh oh, I thought.  This is starting to remind me suspiciously of Treasure Island, a book Melissa 
recently read aloud to us.   
 
Then the comments changed, “Ah, Tibalt, take that Tibalt.” 
 
“Good Mercutio, looks like I struck thee.” 
 
“Thou art a villain.” 
 
I grabbed John’s arm, “Oh my goodness, that’s from the Shakespeare in the Park play we saw 
last weekend.” 
 
Why, oh why did I think it was so important to expose my kids to the classics?  That is the 
question. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen 
Life In The Third Dimension 

 
 

“Check this out Mom.”  Keith showed me a paper 
full of drawings of three-dimensional boxes, balls, 
tables, castles, and airplanes. 
 
Ever since we checked out books on drawing from 
the library, Keith always had a pencil, pen or crayon 
in his hand.  I soon wished he always had paper too. 
 
I went into Keith’s room one day and saw a drawing 
of a chair.  On the wall. 
 
“Keith!  What are you doing drawing on the wall?”  
My mind drifted to the scrubbing and painting that 
would have to be done. 
 
“Well, um I was testing an idea.  See, I -” 
 
“Never mind, I don’t want to hear it.  Just you wait 

until your father gets home.  You are in big trouble Mister.” I left his room in a huff. 
 
Later that day, when John returned from work, the three of us went up to Keith’s room.  I 
showed my husband the ruined wall. 
 
His eyes doubled in size and his jaw dropped.  I began to get a little worried.  Maybe I should 
have given him time to relax from work first.   
 
“Wow!” John choked, “ Keith, that is amazing!  How’d you learn to make it stick out like that?  
It looks like I could sit in it.” And he went over to the wall, stuck his butt against it and tried to 
sit down. 
 
“John!  What are you doing?  He’s ruined -” 
 
Keith interrupted, “Yeah, it does doesn’t it dad!  That’s what I was thinking when I had the idea.  
I was just playin’ around and I thought it would be cool if I could draw some furniture in here 
and use it.”  He shook his head and continued, “Man if it only worked, just think how much more 
space I would have for rocks and stuff!  But I know, I know, don’t tell me.  It doesn’t work 
because it’s only a contusion.” 
 
“You mean illusion,” John corrected.  Oh, so nice of him to help with the teaching around here. 
 
“John, I can’t believe you.  Come on, he knew that wouldn’t work, he’s just trying to get out of 
trouble.”  I shook my finger at Keith, “You are still going to get it young man.” 



 
Keith backed away slowly while putting his thumbs together and his index fingers up, in that 
way artists do when they are thinking of a composition and said, “Oooh, I bet I could draw a 
pointing finger really good in 3-d now.”  My hand changed into a tight fist of frustration. 
 
“Aw, Debbie, it’s not hurting anything.  You have to admit, it’s a great drawing.  People do 
murals all the time.  It’s becoming a popular way to decorate homes.” 
 
“What?  How in the world would you know that?”   
 
“Well, I was watching the car race the other day and flipped over to a decorating channel during 
the commercials.  Heck, we should probably have him draw stuff for us on the walls all over this 
place.  It’d brighten things up around here.” 
 
“Melissa’s already commissioned me to draw some pets on her bedroom wall,” Keith said 
proudly. 
 
“No way.”  I folded my arms and pouted. 
 
“Come on, honey, it’ll be fun.  Why don’t you let him draw something for you too?” 
 
John put his arm around Keith and they walked out of the room.  I heard him saying, “So, Keith, 
think you can draw a baseball player?  Or a race car?” 
 
I got to thinking it would be a pleasant sight to see a soothing scene on the wall.   Perhaps a 
picture of a perfect homeschooling family:  a mom and two kids sitting at the dining room table, 
quietly learning. 
 
So I gave in and let Keith draw me a picture.  I noticed something odd though.  I looked closer at 
his drawing of the room and I’m pretty sure those are ketchup stains on the ceiling. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen 
Definitely Crazy 

 
 

Dear Journal, 
 
My parents are so embarrassing sometimes.  Can 
you believe they actually signed up to play 
soccer?  I’m sitting here on the bleachers at one of 
their games.   
 
They found an adult soccer league at the indoor 
club I play at and thought it would be fun.  Yeah, 
right, for them maybe, but not me.  I’m dying 
here. 
 
I tried to talk them out of it but they wouldn’t 
listen.  They think they can play just because they 
spent the last couple years coaching some kids. 
Well, they’re wrong.  My parents are OLD.  And 
out of shape.   
 
Mom was excited because it was a co-ed league, 

which meant she and Dad could both play on the same team.  You know, spend time together 
and stuff.  I think she might have other reasons for liking co-ed because I heard her convincing a 
friend to play with them and she mentioned something about the hunks on the other teams.   
 
And Mom also tried to twist it into some stupid learning experience for me by saying she was 
showing me learning is a life-long process.  Yeah, right.  I hope I learn to be smarter in my old 
age and not do anything like this to embarrass MY kids. 
 
So anyway, they found enough of their friends stupid enough to try it too and joined the league.  
And they make me go to the games!  I begged them to let me stay home, but they say I’m too 
young.  I said, well you’re too old to play soccer, hoping they would ground me, but they just 
told me to get in the car. 
 
So I decided if I have to come here, I might as well do something constructive with my time and 
write in my journal.  I decided to write a list of new definitions for soccer terms to help people 
understand the game, at least as my parents play it.     
 
Ok, here goes: 
 
Kickoff – What an opponent often has to do to when Dad falls on him. 
 
Pass – Attempts by males to gain attention of female opponents. 
 



Penalty Kick – What your Dad does to the opponent who just gave your Mom a Pass. 
 
Weak side – Whichever side my parents’ team defends. 
 
Dribble – This is where blood drips out of my mom’s nose when she slams into the wall. 
 
Bounce pass – Using the wall to make the ball come back into the face.  This usually causes 
more dribbling. 
 
Free kick – Any kick made by my parents that doesn’t result in an injury. 
 
Header – Dents made in the wall when my Dad slams into it. 
 
Off Sides – Action of my Mom peeling Dad off the wall. 
 
Dangerous play – Anything my parents try to do. 
 
Defensive wall – The wall that protects the spectators from my parents’ antics. 
 
Handball Penalty – A rule my Dad argues over and over with the referee because he grew up 
playing basketball.   
 
Referee – The person on the field wearing one black shirt and two black eyes who complains he 
does not get paid enough to be in the confined space with my parents’ team. 
 
Defensive Stance –Stance taken by referees when working our parents’ games. 
 
Injury time – This consists of nearly 100 percent of game time for my parents. 
 
Juggling – The act of my parents’ team trying to keep enough players on the field, conscious and 
on both feet, to finish a game. 
 
Goal – Where my parents try to get to the end of the game in one piece. 
 
Foul – How my parents smell after the game. 
 
Defensive Move – Riding with friends to avoid Fouls. 
 
Shot On Goal – This is the drink my parents need at the end of the game. 
 
Cross – How my parents feel the next day after playing when they can’t walk down the steps 
without moaning in pain. 
 
Melissa 
 
 



Chapter Twenty 
Why Don’t You Call Me Sometime? 

 
 

“Debbie, can you go to the new office tomorrow?  
The phone man is coming to install the new 
system and I have to leave tonight for an early 
meeting in Indianapolis.” 
 
“What time?” 
 
“Well, he said they would be there sometime 
between 8 and 12.” 
 
I wanted to help because since John started his 
own business he had been working out of our 
condo.  People were starting to gossip about how 
often the UPS man dropped by. 
 
Anyway this was one of the benefits of 
homeschooling.  We could be flexible with our 
days.  We could even take a few books and games 
with us.  It would be fun and the kids could learn 
about phone installations. 

 
The next morning the alarm didn’t go off and I woke up at 7:45.  We had to rush; I mean what if 
the guy was there right at 8:00?  I yelled at the kids to get out of bed and into the car, dressed 
quickly, grabbed a few library books and headed out the door. 
 
When we arrived at the office, I forgot the code number for the alarm.  It began beeping.  I 
punched in every number pattern I could think of that my husband might use.  Let’s see, the 
score of the game when his favorite team won the NCAA championship?  No.  How about the 
Dodgers’ current record?  No.  How about our anniversary?  No, he never remembers that 
number.  I slammed in random numbers and it stopped.   
 
We went into the office.  It was just an empty carpeted room.  We sat on the floor and began to 
look at the books I brought. 
 
Before we really got settled, we heard a knock on the glass window.  It was a policeman.  I 
opened the door. 
 
“Yes, officer?” 
 
“Ma’am, we just got a call from Acme Security that the alarm went off at this address.” 
 
“Oh my gosh, that was me.   I couldn’t remember the code.  I’m so sorry, I know we are 



supposed to call if we mess up like that, but we don’t have a phone yet.  As a matter of fact, 
that’s why we’re here.  I thought I did it in time anyway.” 
 
“Hmm, okay.”  He looked at me suspiciously.  He looked at my kids.  I looked at my kids.  There 
they were, hair sticking up from a good night’s sleep, in their pajamas.  Keith had one shoe on.   
 
The officer asked why the kids were there on a school day and I explained we homeschooled.  
He then talked with them for a few minutes about his job and gave them both a pen with the local 
sheriff’s name on it.  It was now about 8:13. 
 
After the policeman left, I noticed Keith edging up to the walls with the pen in his hand.   
 
“Keith.  Stop right there.  Do not draw on these walls.  This is a business for gosh sakes.” 
 
“But I can draw a really good desk now mom.”  
 
“Stop it.” 
 
“Geez, this is torture you know.  All this drawing space for an artiste like me and not being able 
to use it.” 
 
“Use your paper Picasso.” 
 
“What paper?  We had to leave so fast I didn’t have time to grab any.” 
 
“Ok, then let’s read a book.” 
 
“But we already read these,” said Melissa. 
 
I looked at my watch.  It was now about 8:27.  Where was that phone guy?  The kids were 
getting restless so we tumbled and wrestled on the carpet. 
 
Another knock on the glass.  It was the policeman again. 
 
“Hello officer,” I said brightly. 
 
“Hi, um, is everything ok up here ma’am?  The ladies in the beauty shop below you called me 
because they heard all sorts of banging and screaming.” 
 
“Oh, well, we were just getting a little energy out.  Sorry if we bothered them.  We’ll do 
something else.”  It was now 9:01. 
 
After he left Keith said, “I’m hungry.” 
 
“Yeah and I’m thirsty too,” Melissa added.  “I saw some vending machines at the end of the 
hallway.” 



 
Yes!  That would help.  We’d get a pack of cheese crackers and some juice maybe. 
 
We walked down the hallway to the machine.  I had enough change to get one drink and one snack.  I put 
in the money for the drink, punched the button and the drink came out.   
 
“Hey I wanted to push the button,” said Keith. 
 
“Ok, fine, you can push for the snack,” I said. 
 
“What about me? I want to push a button too,” whined Melissa. 
 
“I’m sorry, there’s only one button to push.  Please just let Keith do it, ok?”  Where was that phone guy? 
 
She pouted and I put in the money.  Melissa saw Keith begin to push the button for peanut butter crackers 
and quickly yelled, “No, we’re getting cheese crackers!” and pushed another button.   
 
This put the machine into some sort of freeze mode and the crackers were hanging by a tiny corner of the 
plastic, ready to fall.  But they didn’t.  We all had our noses up against the glass, encouraging the 
crackers, “Come on, please fall, we’re so hungry.” 
 
Finally I got desperate and told the kids to move out of the way.  I began shaking and moving the 
machine.  I was able to actually tilt it and it came down with a bang.  I did this several times.  The 
crackers still just hung there swinging back and forth.   
 
I began kicking it.  No luck.  So then I tried sticking my hand up inside the machine.  I closed my eyes 
and grimaced as I tried to reach the crackers.  I turned my shoulder around the other way and faced away 
from the machine so I could reach better.  I opened my eyes and there was the policeman standing there 
watching me. 
 
I explained what happened.  It was now 9:21. 
 
“When did you say the phone guy was coming?” 
 
“Between 8 and 12.” 
 
We both knew it would be 11:59 before he’d arrive. 
 
He took us back to the office, and made a couple calls on his radio.  Within 5 minutes we heard sirens.  
Melissa and Keith ran out to look over the balcony. 
 
“Hey they’re coming in here!” yelled Keith.  I went out to look.  Two police cars, sirens blaring were 
escorting a phone company van into the parking lot. 
 
I turned to the policeman with relief.  “What fine community servants we have in this town.  Thank you 
very much officer.” 
 
“Lady, I just want to get you out of here.” 
 
My kids learned a lot that day. 



Chapter Twenty-One 
Rewriting History 

 
 

“The map says turn here,” I said.   
 
We were in the third day of this trip, which would 
end in Gettysburg to see a Civil War battle re-
enactment.  We decided to take a drive through 
Amish territory on the way. 
 
“Oh, wait, I’ve been here before, that time I was 
helping a client with his computers.  I know a 
shortcut.” 
 
“John, I don’t think we should take a shortcut.  
Don’t you remember Nashville?  When we ended 
up asking directions at that seedy place called The 
Grand Old Orgy?  That was scary.  Let’s stick to 
the map.” 
 
He always does this, tries to take shortcuts for 

record times so he can brag to his friends.  Our last trip was a whirlwind.  He decided the best 
way to teach geography was to take the kids to every sports stadium in every city possible in two 
weeks. 
 
Real-life, hands-on-learning, he called it.  Of course, we had to see a game in every city as well.  
My butt was numb for days after all the bleacher sitting. 
 
Three hours later, we were still twisting and winding on some rural road at the far end of 
nowhere, when John said,  “Wow, look at that!” A giant insect had splattered right in the center 
of the windshield. 
 
“Cool!” said Keith.  “That’s the biggest pile of bug guts I’ve ever seen!  And look, it’s in the 
shape of a football, Dad!” 
 
“Hey, you’re right!” replied his father. 
 
“Eww, that’s so gross.  Wash it off,” I pleaded. 
 
John turned on the wipers and pressed the “wash” button.  “Umm I guess I forgot to fill up with 
fluid.” 
 
“I think I’m gonna puke,” said Melissa. 
 



Suddenly something else hit the windshield, this time with a large thud.  John swerved and drove 
into the ditch. 
 
“What the HELL was that?” he asked, gripping the steering wheel. 
 
“John!” 
 
“I know what it was!  A red-tail hawk!  I saw it clear as day.  Dad, you better not’ve hurt it.” 
Melissa said as she rolled down the window and looked at the sky.  “Oh, wait, I see it, there it is, 
over there, looks like it’s ok.  Whew.” 
 
“Who cares about the stupid bird?” I said.  “Look we’re here in the middle of who knows where, 
our car’s in the ditch, it’s getting dark and -.” 
 
“Calm down, Debbie, I’ll figure something out.” 
 
Keith was kneeling in the back looking out the rear window.  “Hey, look!  An Amish dude!” 
 
“Ha, see Debbie, I knew we were in Amish territory.” 
 
We stopped the man and John asked him for help.  “Do you have a couple of mules we could 
hitch up to pull us out of here?” 
 
The Amish man just looked at John and said, “Well I suppose that might work, but wouldn’t it be 
easier and quicker if I just used my cell phone and called a tow truck?”   
 
We all just looked at each other.  I guess we were going to have to do more research on Amish 
life.  An hour later, we were back on the highway. 
 
Everyone felt better.  Except me.  I was still worried about finding a place to stay for the night. 
 
“Oh what’re we gonna do?  We don’t even have a hotel room yet, what if they’re all full because 
of the re-enactment tomorrow?”  I tried to relax by chanting, “Ok, it’ll be ok, worst-case scenario 
is -.” 
 
“Hey, you know what Keith?”  Melissa asked. “I’ve just figured out a great way to remember 
that grammar stuff, you know, the tenses.” 
 
“Whaddya mean?” 
 
“Well, all we have to do is think of mom.  Like this,” and she proceeded to teach her freshly 
formed lesson.  “Ok, question:  What is past tense?  Answer.  Mom…yesterday.  Get it?” 
 
“Umm, I’m not sure.” 
 
“Ok, let’s do another one.  Question:  What’s present tense.  Answer.  Mom…today.” 



 
“Oh, I get it,” said Keith.  “Let me do the next one.  Let’s see, Question: What’s future tense?  
Answer:  Mom…tomorrow!” 
 
“Right!  You’ve got it.”   
 
And they both giggled.  And giggled.  Then I heard John snort.  Finally I said, “Ok, how about 
we listen to the book-on-tape for a while?” 
 
“Ok by me,” said John.  “Are you ready for your nap Debbie?”  More giggles and snorts.   
 
I ignored them and popped in the tape.  When I woke up, John was checking into a hotel. 
 
The next day, we arrived at Gettysburg.  There were people dressed as Civil War soldiers and 
campsites set up everywhere.  We were fascinated at the demonstration of medical procedures as 
well as the battles.  Keith and Melissa were particularly interested in leg amputation.  I made a 
mental note to keep John’s saw away from them when we returned home.  
 
After the battle, we decided to take an auto tour.  This is where you rent a tape and drive slowly 
while listening as a narrator tells you about the history of the place.  Nice idea, but highly 
impractical when the driver is a lead-footed man determined to get from place to place as quickly 
as possible.   
 
My husband and I were having an uncivil war about coordinating his speed with the tape when 
Keith suggested we try using fast-forward.  It worked, once we got used to the funny voice.   
 
When we finished the tour, we went to the gift shop.  The kids and I looked for appropriate 
souvenirs while John bragged to the employees about our completing the auto tour in record 
time. 
 
I didn’t realize how deeply the trip impressed the kids.  Several weeks later, I told John the kids 
had prepared a play for us. 
 
“What kind of play?” 
 
“I’m not sure, but I bet it has something to do with the Civil War.  I think they really learned a 
lot from that trip.” 
 
So that evening John and I fixed some popcorn, poured an ice-cold drink and settled on the 
couch for the show.   
 
Melissa came into the room wearing an old pair of my soccer shorts and a t-shirt.  Keith shuffled 
in behind her wearing John’s sneakers and his old clothes. 
 
John and I looked at each other in confusion, shrugged our shoulders and continued chomping.   
 



Melissa began, “No, No!  Put it here.” 
 
“Look, I told you, the darn flowers do not match up if I do it that way.”  Keith sneered. 
 
“Yes, they do.  If you would read the directions, you’d know.” 
 
“I don’t need to read the stupid directions.” 
 
“Well, it’s not sticking.” 
 
“It’s defective stuff.” 
 
“I know what’s defective and it’s not the wallpaper.” 
 
I decided to interrupt.  “Hey, what’s going on?” 
 
“We’re doing an historical re-enactment!”  Keith said as he tripped over his feet. 
 
“Yeah Mom,” Melissa added.  “Keith is Dad and I’m you.  This is what life was like at our house 
last Saturday.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
Seeing All The Options 

 
 

One night at dinner, I was really 
feeling depressed as I looked 
around our home.  I played with 
my peas and whined, “John, look 
at this place, we have Keith’s 
drawings on the walls, ketchup 
stains on the ceiling, and 
homemade clay on the carpet.  It’s 
a mess.” 
 
“Aw, it gives the place character.” 
 
“Yeah?  What character would 
that be?  Pigpen?” 
 
“Well, you could clean it.” 

 
“I’m too busy to clean,” I harrumphed.  “Besides what good would it really do, we’d still have 
all the STUFF.”   
 
“What stuff?” He asked as he pushed back his chair, which hit the box of electronics junk that 
was behind it.  After he squeezed out, he stepped over ongoing projects to get to the stove for 
more chicken. 
 
“What stuff?  Just look at this place.”  I flailed my arms out and mashed potatoes flew off my 
fork and stuck on the window.  “Free stuff, rocks, your old t-shirts, books, computers, and 
projects.  We can’t even walk.”  I paused and licked my fork.  “But maybe we just need to 
organize.” 
 
Keith stopped eating, frozen with fear.  He looked at his father and said, “Dad!  Did she just say 
‘organize?’  Isn’t that where she throws our stuff away?”   
 
John nodded his head and said, “Think kids, think!  We’ve got to solve this problem.  This is a 
good time to use your creative thinking and problem solving skills.”  Then all their foreheads 
scrunched into their eyebrows and the room became silent. 
 
“You know, Debbie,” John said. “The problem is you don’t have a collection too.  Maybe you 
should start collecting those cute little statues, what are they called Precious Moments?” 
 
“I already collect embarrassing moments.  Especially when we have visitors.  Which brings up 
another thing that’s bothering me, the neighbors think we’re strange.  I mean, we have eyeballs 



rolling on the porch, me throwing flour on my kids, a daughter crying when a stick is broken, 
and they still think I’m having an affair with the UPS man.” 
 
“Oh, great Dad,” said Keith.  “You’re really helping the situation here.” 
 
“You know,” said Melissa matter-of-factly.  “We could move.”  
 
I stared at her in amazement.  What a great idea.  Run away from our problems!  Why didn’t I 
think of that?  This kid is smart.  She’s learning well how to look at all the options.  This 
homeschooling is working great.   
 
John just mumbled, “I knew this conversation was going to cost me.” 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



INTERVIEWS 
 
DEBBIE 
 
So, seriously, Debbie, why did you decide to homeschool? 
 
Well, after our kids started school, I noticed a confusing trend:  the longer they were in school, 
the less desire they had for learning.  This troubled me a lot because their sense of curiosity and 
enthusiasm for learning was what I loved most about being home with them since they were 
born.  I had a great time watching and helping, as they were preschoolers exploring the world. 
 
I had heard about homeschooling when Melissa was four years old, but at the time I never 
thought I’d do such a strange thing and pretty much forgot about it.  But as I found myself 
reading various books about education, trying to figure out how to help my kids now that they 
were in school, I ran into the idea again. 
 
I discovered the writings of education reformer John Holt.  His ideas on learning helped me to 
better understand what I saw happening with my children.  Holt believes children are born with a 
natural desire to learn, and the best thing adults can do is help each child learn more about what 
he or she already finds interesting.  The child takes the lead, not the adult. 
 
So I realized schools just couldn’t give my kids the individual attention this idea required.  But I 
could.  And to be honest, I really missed being the one to share their learning experiences.  So 
Holt’s books helped convince me my kids would be better off at home.   
 
Your family homeschooled through high school, so why did you end the book here? 
 
I ran out of paper.  No, really, this book is meant to be a collection of stories about my struggle 
to translate Holt’s trusting, relaxed, philosophy of learning into our family’s real life.  I focused 
on the early years because as my kids became older, I did succeed in letting go and giving them 
much more control.  I wasn’t less involved at this point, but I was less in charge.  They also 
began involvement in groups and activities outside of my direct influence.  So it becomes their 
story to tell, not mine.  You can read an interview with them from their perspective now as 
young adults in college. 
 
What would you tell people who want to learn more about homeschooling? 
 
Of course, I highly recommend anything written by John Holt, but there are many other good 
books on homeschooling, more than were available when I started and I haven’t read them all.  
The Internet is another resource, chock-full of homeschooling information.  I suggest looking for 
resources that focus on the idea of “unschooling,” also sometimes called “child-led learning” or 
“natural learning.”    Finally, I’d check with your librarian to see if they have any information on 
how to meet local homeschoolers in your area. 
 
How do you get ketchup stains off a ceiling? 



 
You tell your kids they can graduate after they fix it. 
 
 
JOHN 
 
How did Debbie first approach you about the idea to start homeschooling? 
 
She called me on the phone while I was out of town on business. She was out of breath and 
adamant about starting our very own homeschool.  She didn’t seem very interested in waiting 
until I got home in a few days to discuss it.  She meant right now!  She always throws wild ideas 
out to me like that when I’m out of town.  I try my best to stay home. 
 
Why did she want to do it? 
 
She felt like our kids would be better educated if we did it ourselves.   
 
How did you feel about the idea? 
 
Much as I liked to think of myself as the one who took the road less traveled, I found I wanted 
some way to hedge my bets.  It seemed pretty risky to trust that our kids going a different path 
would help them become the adults we wanted them to be.  However, Debbie had all the facts 
and logic on her side and, with a little reading on my part, she convinced me.  Ok, actually, she 
trapped me in the car on the way to Chicago and read all sorts of stuff from some books by a guy 
named John Holt.   
 
Did the two of you ever have doubts about the decision? 
 
Every so often I’d come home and find Debbie thinking about quitting.  But I could see all the 
things happening that she convinced me about initially.  She just sometimes got too stuck in the 
day-to-day details and since I wasn’t there, I could see the big picture easier.  So I always said I 
liked the reasons for homeschooling better than the reasons against it.  I also liked the results we 
were getting, even though there was frustration at times. 
 
Did you ever test them? 
 
Well, at first we did give them some standardized tests, and they did very well, which eased our 
fears.  But after a while we saw how even those tests weren’t very helpful to see what a child is 
really learning, so we just dropped it and went on, confident in all the learning we could see 
happening. 
 
What did you learn from the experience? 
 
Well, a very interesting thing happened.  As we relaxed about what they should be doing, the 
kids started driving us into all sorts of areas we hadn’t thought of.  I learned about rocks, fossils, 
plants, animals, gardens, martial arts, stars, and chemistry.  I met all kinds of unusual people.  



They called themselves rock hounds, gurus, and star children.  I believe we visited every fort east 
of the Mississippi River and some west of that point.  Today, I have all sorts of people ask me 
how I know so much about so many things.  In most cases I learned it with my kids. 
 
What do you think of Debbie writing this book? 
 
I thought she would have fun doing it and I thought people would have fun reading it.  But I 
didn’t realize I’d have to hear lots of grumbling and growling at the keyboard when things 
weren’t going well.  When that happened, I usually just tried to stay out of her way. 
 
How do you get ketchup stains off a ceiling? 
 
You can’t.  I’d just cover it with duct tape. 
 

 
KEITH 
 
What’s your first memory about homeschooling? 
 
I remember these sheets mom made up, of “tasks to do today.”  I remember I was always getting 
a drink of water from the jug in the refrigerator.  I was so excited because I could get a drink 
whenever I wanted. 
 
What was the best part of homeschooling? 
 
Being able to explore my personal interests as opposed to being forced to learn a certain 
curriculum.  And the amount of time it freed up to do so many other things like joining Civil Air 
Patrol and other organizations. 
 
What other organizations? 
 
Besides Civil Air Patrol, I was involved in various levels of the youth program with my church, 
and I also did a lot of volunteering at The Louisville Science Center. 
 
What was the worst part? 
 
Sometimes it was hard to feel like I was making progress if I compared myself to kids in school.  
I would sometimes have no idea what my friends were talking about with something they were 
learning in school.  But then, I was also learning about a lot of stuff they had no clue about 
either. 
 
If you had to explain how homeschooling was for you in one word, what would it be? 
 
Exploration. 
 
What was high-school homeschooling like? 



 
It was a great learning experience because I was able to control my education even more so than 
when I was younger, and I was forced to be much more self-disciplined to achieve my goals. 
 
With such control over your days, why didn’t you just watch TV or sleep all day? 
 
If you’re allowed to explore your interests or you know you are working to achieve a goal you 
want to achieve, then you find out the activities required to pursue those things are much more 
fulfilling than sleeping or watching TV. 
 
Did you ever have doubts about homeschooling? 
 
Yeah, because it seemed like there were a lot of opportunities I missed, but now that I’m past 
that, I can see the benefits of homeschooling far outweigh this negative factor. 
 
What about friends? 
 
I was able to join several organizations that were related to my interests and through those I was 
able to make good friends. 
 
What are you doing now? 
 
Majoring in Business Management at Purdue University. 
 
Did you have trouble adjusting to the college classroom environment? 
 
Not at all.  I learned in so many different ways.  I wasn’t stuck thinking there was only one way 
to learn, so I became very adaptable.  I can learn in most any situation, I think. 
 
What would you do differently if you had to do it over again? 
 
Not worry so much, and as far as high school, I wouldn’t have done a high school 
correspondence program, which I chose to do because I felt I might need it to attend the Air 
Force Academy.  But I ended up deciding I didn’t want to attend the academy.  So if I went back, 
I would spend even more time pursuing my interests and maybe taking college classes early like 
Melissa did. 
 
Do you plan to homeschool your own kids? 
 
If my spouse supports the endeavor then we definitely will. 
 
Do you ever get tired of answering questions about homeschooling? 
 
Yeah, definitely. 
 
Is your mom really that crazy? 



 
Yes. 
 
What do you think of your mom writing this book? 
 
I think that it is a very commendable course of action to further the good publicity of 
homeschooling. 
 
How do you get ketchup stains off the ceiling? 
 
Well, you can’t.  I’d just cut the stained part out and then stuff the hole with an old white t-shirt.  
Scrunched up, it has the same textured look. 
 
 
MELISSA 
 
What’s your first memory about homeschooling? 
 
Hmmm, I remember working on my D’nealian handwriting for a long time just because I wanted 
to, and reading aloud. 
 
What was the best part of homeschooling? 
 
It was all good when I was younger because I enjoyed spending time with my parents and Keith 
and having lots of time to play outside.  I did not miss anything about school.  Later on, the best 
part was that I had time to do a lot of volunteer work and take on more leadership positions in the 
organizations I was a member of and being able to take college classes. 
 
What organizations? 
 
Well, I was very involved with Civil Air Patrol, youth ministry at our church, and the local 
Master Gardener program. 
 
What was the worst part? 
 
People analyzing me all the time. 
 
If you had to explain how homeschooling was for you in one word, what would it be? 
 
Adventure. 
 
What was high-school homeschooling like? 
 
I had great freedom and was able to learn and do so many different things.  I was able to take 
German and other classes I was interested in at the local college.  I could give more time to 
organizations that interested me and I feel like I was just generally able to do so much more.  I’m 



glad I did not tie myself down to a particular program of study because I got into college the way 
I wanted to without doing that, and so I’m glad I didn’t have to waste my time following 
someone else’s textbook curriculum. 
 
With such control over your days, why didn’t you just watch TV or sleep all day? 
 
It’s boring. 
 
Did you ever have doubts about homeschooling? 
 
As far as growing up, I think it was similar to what a lot of people go through.  I had doubts 
about it simply because that’s what all teenagers do as part of growing up.  But for the most part 
it was a great experience and I learned a lot more than I think I could have ever learned 
otherwise.   
 
What about friends? 
 
I always had plenty of friends. 
 
What are you doing now? 
 
I’m taking a full load of college classes, participating in student government and my sorority, 
and trying to maintain my personal, family and spiritual life.  
 
Did you have trouble adjusting to the college classroom environment? 
 
Not at all.  I think homeschooling helped me to excel because I’m actually interested and I’m not 
burned out like others seem to be. 
 
What would you do differently if you had to do it over again? 
 
It’s hard to answer because looking back, it’s a rosy colored picture.  I don’t see downsides.  But 
I was never that unhappy, you know?  I had my down days, but I have that in college and I love 
college.  I think you’d have to admit that with homeschooling, even if there are downsides, the 
advantages so far outweigh them that it’s not really even a factor.  It’s so heavily weighted on the 
plus side. 
 
Do you plan to homeschool your own kids? 
 
Definitely.  Well, if they want to be. 
 
Do you ever get tired of answering questions about homeschooling? 
 
No, not really.  I love talking to people about it. 
 
Is your mom really that crazy? 



 
No comment. 
 
Your brother said yes, and you’ve answered all the other questions so far, why no comment 
here? 
 
Keith can get away with that, he’s away at college.  I still have to live with her. 
 
What do you think of your mom writing this book? 
 
I think she wouldn’t have written the book if I hadn’t pestered her about it because I was so 
excited about the idea. 
 
How do you get ketchup stains off the ceiling? 
 
Well, you can’t really.  I’d put white sculpting clay over it.  I bet I could even mold the ceiling 
pattern into the clay. 
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