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By Nancy Springer

There’s a big lilac bush growing by Mrs. Life’s porch, and I used to hide in the hollow under the leaves like big green hearts, between the bush and the cinder-block porch pillars, to play that I was Pony Queen of the Universe or just to get away from the neighborhood awhile. But I don’t go there anymore, because I’m going to die on account of what I heard there.

Not that old Mrs. Life was not a nice lady. She sat on her porch all day every day from April to October, and she spoke to me like a friend every time I passed. “Veronica” she called me, because she said “Ronni” was a boy’s name. Most people as old as her don’t seem to like kids much, but Mrs. Life would invite me up on her porch to sit by her and talk and see what she was doing. Sometimes she was crocheting an afghan, and she would say to me, “I’ve put in a hundred and ten hours on this one so far.” She would say, “I’ve crocheted sixty-six afghans since 1987.” And she would show me her notebook. She had a little spiral-bound notebook like they sell in drugstores, and she had marked in it everything she had crocheted since she had learned how to crochet, and how many ounces of yarn each thing took, and what colors, and how much the yarn cost, and how many hours it took her to make it, and who she gave it to when she was done.

Or sometimes she was reading a book, one of those real fat paperbacks about the Civil War or something, and she would say to me, “I’m on page five hundred and forty-seven.” She would say, “I read twenty-two books last year. I have read a total of one thousand nine hundred and eighty-nine books in my adult life. Eleven more and I’ll be up to two thousand.” And she had a notebook for keeping track of all that, too. She had been a schoolteacher way back when my mom and dad were in school, so maybe that was why she had those notebooks and kept track of everything in very, very tidy thin handwriting. Her handwriting made me shiver like having a fishhook caught in me.
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