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Katherine Fischer

Collector

I’ve been a collector all my life. No, not stamps, duck decoys, 
comic books, Elvis whiskey decanters, or even swizzle sticks.  

My younger brother Charlie accumulated 563 swizzle sticks by 
the time he was eight. Some came from our dad’s J&B Scotch-on-
the rocks-with-a-twist but mostly Charlie would pilfer them from 
empty Bloody Mary and Vodka Tonic glasses at restaurant dinners 
with my parents’ friends.  Summer barbecues at the country club 
where his greatest cash cows were brightly festooned margarita 
swizzles. 

Charlie was fond of parading the sticks out in front of the 
pastor who came to our house for tuna fi sh casserole on Fridays. 
Little brother lined up the one with the captain’s wheel from the 
marina alongside the belly-dancing one from Trader Jacks and so 
on all the way down to the last—a palm tree stick with a mon-
key climbing up its bark. I’m sure when Father Mackin returned 
to the rectory those nights after dinner he wondered just what 
was to be done about those Fischers? So many swizzle sticks and 
their youngest child only eight.  Certainly, Father Mackin prayed 
for us—and returned the next Friday with visions of redemption 
dancing in his head.  Little did he know we prayed the rosary 
every night in front of the sad Sacred Heart of Jesus painting that 
dripped blood down over the piano.  If that didn’t work, nothing 
would.

I also don’t collect coins, autographs, matchbook covers, 
guns, or horses.  My ex-sister-in-law collected horses. She even 
had a ranch. She got up to six of them.  That’s a lot of oats. When 
she and my brother split, she kept the horses and claimed she 

was homeless. Did you know it costs $1,000 a month to keep that 
many horses? Don’t get me started.  

Although I own fi ve bushel baskets of yarn, I wouldn’t say 
I collect them.  I knit the skeins up and give away the resultant 
hats, sweaters, scarves, and socks. It’s something like Jesus collect-
ing the loaves and fi shes and multiplying them. When his follow-
ers gathered up the leftovers, there were twelve basketfuls for 
food the next day.  I’d call that stockpiling, not collecting.  Then 
again, I don’t work miracles.  At least not most of the time.

Psychologists claim that our collecting habits are established 
by age ten or eleven, but my mother, Tweetie, didn’t begin collect-
ing spoons until she was in her forties.  At fi rst, these were spoons 
she’d pick up on trips to Spain, Scotland, or Medjugorje.  Spoons 
were a far wiser choice than oriental rugs or chairs. I’m just say-
ing, try squeezing a chair into a suitcase and explaining to TSA 
why you’re a barcalounger-toting traveler. Eventually, mother’s 
children began gifting her with spoons from our many travels. 
What else do you give a woman who already has a complete col-
lection of ninety-eight Hummels, eighteen teacups,  and eleven 
children?  I sent her a spoon from Japan—no small feat given 
Asian propensity for dining utensils. After a few years, with all 
of us spooning her, Tweetie ran out of room on the four racks in 
her dining room.  She resorted to actually using the spoons to stir 
her tea.  “No more spoons,” she announced at a family reunion.  
“Knives?” I asked. No, she didn’t want those either.  Too danger-
ous.  

Collector burnout must be common.  But not in my case.  
My collection is terribly, defi nitely dangerous and so addictive 
that not all the twelve step programs in the universe could cure 
me.

Some collectors are obsessive compulsives.  We only feel safe 
by surrounding ourselves with the sureness of our collected ob-
jects. The more we collect, the more we feel we expand ourselves 
or some such drivel. Others suggest that collecting is a way of 
dealing with inner panic and fear.  King Tutankhamen collected 
rocks.  President Jefferson sent Lewis and Clark on an expedition 
so they’d pick up more fossils.  Jesus collected souls.  My husband 
is off the psychiatrist hook—or couch, as it may be.  As a museum 
man, he collects for a living.  They actually pay him to do it. 
There’s a whole science to acquisitions.  My dad acquired corpora-
tions.  Acquisition editors collect manuscripts.  Tell these to your 
shrink.

After each acquisition, I add the new-found prize to my 
shelves of increasing collections.  I may change their order on the 
shelf, shift them around one in front of the other and then be-
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hind. I make them march two by two depending upon my mood. 
Occasionally I remove one, but it’s never forever. It’s all for the 
sake of color, size, and orderliness.  You understand, of course.  
Here, let me show you.

See this one? This is John, a former teacher I heard about 
on National Public Radio.  He went off the deep end of the chalk-
board one spring and never returned to the classroom. Instead, 
he now runs a B&B south of the Mason-Dixon line, and he cooks.  
Because he traveled the world in the years intervening between 
making grades and making beds, he’s more oyster and coq au vin 
than black-eyed peas and chitterlings.  Maybe I’ll re-name him 
Jesse and use him as a springboard into an essay about life after 
teaching—or one about cooking international.  I’m not sure yet.

That one in the middle of the shelf—I scooped her up at the 
symphony before anyone else could grab her. I named her Ma-
dame Guinevere the moment I saw her walking through the lobby 
at intermission.  You couldn’t miss her—the Prada snakeskin 
spike heels, the gold lame pantaloons, and that emerald-studded 
lorgnette! I keep meaning to write her into a story, but so far, the 
right place and plot haven’t shown up.  Villain, though, defi nitely 
a villain.  Unless, of course, I use her as the alt.savior. I never 
know until I pick up the pen.

Here’s one of my favorites.  I call her Dottie.  I found her 
one afternoon boating the Mississippi River when I docked at the 
backwater diner.  There she was fl ipping pork patties and fried 
onion rings, “Here, have another, hon.  You’re just skinny-shim 
and rag-bones.”  Eventually in real life she left the diner.  I hear 
she lives in town now.  She moved on.  The diner was torn down 
and a new one built in its place.  But in my published book, she is 
forever at the diner orchestrating river campers and boaters who 
drop in expecting sliders and backwater gossip.  That’s the thing 
about the published people in my collection.  They are set in stone 
tablets.  

That handsome man with the moustache next to Dottie on 
the shelf looks a lot like young Omar Sharif, doesn’t he? Oh, Dr. 
Zhivago.  I gave him thick black glasses and made him a mur-
der suspect in one of my short stories.  See the recklessness in 
his eyes?  Don’t worry. He didn’t do it.  I found him one summer 
before I was even much of a writer. He sat across from me on the 
hovercraft crossing over from Dover. Another writer might have 
put him in a James Bond novel I suppose, but not me.  He turns 
out to be a random geeky guy traipsing around the world in search 
of love. He never fi nds it.  Well, at least he’s never found it yet.  

Maybe I should give him a comeback?  Pair him with Guine-
vere?  No, it would never work.  He’s too purposeful and she’s 

too reckless.  He is all borscht and she is all spider soup.  Besides, 
he has a gap between his two front teeth. You know what that 
means.

Sometimes a prize item just lands in your lap like manna 
from heaven.  I know that’s a trite cliché.  Some even say manna 
is just plant lice, but I’m using it anyway. I’ve got the pen and you 
don’t, at least not on this page.  Not today.

Anyway, back to the manna. I was minding my own busi-
ness writing on the computer one day when what should appear 
over the screen out my window but the hero in my next story.  In 
real life, the neighbor across the street died. I only knew her by 
sight, so she was perfect fodder for fi ction even if she was dead. 
Her children were carrying away her possessions.  When the hat-
boxes came out, so did my story.  Was she really an ax-murderess?

It’s a wonder I haven’t been sued.
It’s not only strangers who end up on my shelves, however.  

My mother appears so frequently on the pages I write that in real 
life she’s taken to saying to me, “You can’t write about what I tell 
you next.”  On occasion, however, she lets me place her on the 
shelf along with the others I’ve collected.  She should never have 
told me about naming her dolls “Bread” and “Doughnut.” She got 
them as premium awards because her parents bought so much 
bread during the Depression.  They’re going on the shelf.  I just 
can’t help it.

My friends, my children, my husband—they all appear on 
the shelf from time to time.  They’re quite aware of their roles in 
my newspaper columns and nonfi ction essays.  They don’t suspect 
how they’re built into fi ctional characters yet, however.  That’s 
why using the possessive pronoun “my” is particularly true when 
I write My friends, My children, My husband. When I write 
them, they are Mine. The girl who counts syllables, the lover away 
on too many business trips, the diva, the easy-going sheriff, the 
singer, the nature girl, the arguer—they’re all there.  Of course, 
they’ll read this and I’ll have blown my cover.  Then again, maybe 
not.  People rarely recognize themselves in print unless you make 
them empresses or princes. It’s the same with reincarnation. No 
one claims that in a past life she was a scullery maid or he was a 
bootshine.

Pickle ‘em.  I considered putting them all in jars on the 
shelf, lids screwed on tight, but there’s really no need for such 
extremes. For one thing, as soon as I put them behind glass, they 
can’t breathe.  Sure, once in a  rare while one of them escapes.  I 
try to name him, attempt to insert him in a story or essay, but he 
rebels. Then when I’m not looking, he slides down the side of the 
shelf and makes off out the door. What he doesn’t know is that I 
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 can get him back.  Every time. His attempted escape is part of the 
thrill.  It’s part of the story.

Book collectors are called bibliophiles; stamp collectors are 
philatelists; conchologists can’t get enough shells. I wonder what 
I’d be called? The inventor?  The creator? The murderer?  “God” 
has a nice ring to it (although the real one is probably not as ruth-
less as I am).   

Among the rarest in my collection is “Ellen,” the shawled 
woman I discovered patrolling the streets back when I was in col-
lege.  She had an enormous tapestry bag slung across her chest and 
pulled a shopping cart behind her. Between swigs of whatever was 
in the brown paper bag, she regularly dropped in at O’Toole Offi ce 
Supply on Main Street. I followed her in once and eavesdropped.  
She asked the sales clerk, “Got any pocket calendars?”  

Even though you’re not a collector, you have to admit that 
one was too good to pass up.  Ellen showed up in one of my stories 
later in Alaska as a woman who drops into the parish rectory to 
convince the young priest that she’d be an excellent bookkeeper.  
Only in my story, there’s no brown paper bag and her name is 
Bridie—not “Birdie.” Pay attention.  She gnaws on a chicken leg 
which she pulls out of that tapestry bag instead. In real life, she’ll 
never know I’ve included her in my collection and installed her in 
a story.  None of my characters do.

Neither will you for that matter.

Kaitlin Kellogg

The Things I Had to Learn
     


