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			The loss of the daughter to the mother, 
the mother to the daughter, 
is the essential female tragedy.

			 — Adrienne Rich

		

	


	
		
			 

			Introduction to the New Edition

			It’s been seven years since the first edition of Don’t Call Me Mother was published. I’ve had time to reflect on the path I took writing it, and to gather the welcome responses from readers who would write to me about how their story was similar to mine, in some cases sharing the poignant stories of the points of connection between us.

			During the fifteen years it took me to write Don’t Call Me Mother, I journeyed from someone who had a mother but felt like an orphan to someone without a mother who finally felt normal. 

			The title comes from a vignette in the book that happened when I was twenty years old, when my mother disclosed how she had kept me a secret from her friends in Chicago, where she’d made a new life. It had to be that way, she told me, and I shouldn’t object or complain. From then until her death thirty years later, I tried to make her accept and love me and my children. I wanted her to admit us past her gate of denial. I wanted more than just acknowledgment of us as a family—as her family. I wanted an open-armed embrace. I wanted an apology. I wanted her to tell me she was wrong to have denied me that long. I wanted acceptance. This was a fantasy I harbored as long as she lived, but as with many fantasies, none of this happened. As I see it now, the hope that she might one day accept me probably helped to keep me from drowning in the darkness of her rejection and cruelty.

			Over the course of my adult life, I worked through therapy and writing to heal myself and find ways to understand my mother and my maternal grandmother. I spent hours doing research in dusty courthouses, local libraries, and in photo archives and newspapers to find clues about the breach in the mother-daughter line. I learned how to tap the story archives each year when I visited my extended Iowa family to see what morsels of truth might rise to the surface. I cobbled together my origins, and the clues I unearthed helped me to have compassion for all the mothers I knew and all the mothers that came before.

			The thing about the dead is that though they can’t speak directly, they whisper to us in dreams, visit in moments of quiet. They never really leave us. I wrote my book believing that if I could come to terms with my confusing and painful multigenerational story that it might heal not just me, but us—all of us, even the dead. I’d read that if we shift our consciousness, if we dig into the depths of our hearts, we can find the light of something better than our own legacy. We can’t change the past, but we can change our relationship to it.

			Many of you know my other books about writing as a healing path—Becoming Whole and The Power of Memoir. In these books I share research by Dr. James Pennebaker about how writing helps to heal trauma, and how it positively affects the immune system. In my “Writing as Healing” workshops, which I’ve been leading for thirteen years, I’ve witnessed how writing the truth without censorship and being received without judgment offers moments of insight, healing, and forgiveness. With my participants I’ve shared joys and sorrows, successes and failures, and watched as the room so often echoed with ahas as stories revealed their wisdom.

			My own story certainly revealed its wisdom to me, something I discovered as I wrote my book. The struggles that were my life had turned into a “story,” which became objective once it lived in the pages of a book. I had tinkered with the manuscript far too long, and when it became a book, I was finally able to leave it behind and look forward. I started a new chapter of my life when the book was published. I felt less shame, and more confident, and felt I’d banished the dark shadows that had always been part of me because of my silence and shame. This was my story, yet, and I’m more than my story. After the book was published, I got to know other women who shared similar stories of struggling to rise toward the light of resolution and forgiveness. I’m grateful for all the letters about our parallel paths of healing and forgiveness.

			In this new edition, I have included an Afterword—the shifts in my life that happened as a result of writing the book. Our stories go on, as do we. When we courageously pursue our healing path, we can be blessed with unforeseen riches. We can also find ourselves living with uncomfortable realities, as I discovered with my Iowa family after my book came out. Not all families are forgiving, and it seems that holding grudges and keeping secrets were part of the heritage of the extended family I’d been a part of. 

			There came the day when standing behind my truths meant that my illusions about that family, and my hopes to one day be a part of it, had to be left behind. The secret truths I’d left out of the book became larger than the confessions within. I stood by the Mississippi River one day in August three years after the book came out, symbolically bidding the town and the family goodbye. I visited my mother’s grave for the last time and whispered to the corn fields a final farewell. You can read about how this came about in the section of the Afterword called “Truth, Secrets, Denial: After the Memoir.”

			Through writing my memoir, I finally had the courage to confront the town and the family where I’d lived when I was five, returning to a place of nightmares, only to find that ordinary people live there—with their own scars.

			But the best gift from the memoir—writing it and living itand afterward—was growing a relationship with my daughter, and making us ordinary—two women who love each other and can show it. A mother and a daughter, getting on with life. I’m a grandmother who loves and is loved in return—a first in generations for my family. My goal early in my life was to change the patterns that had wrapped us in darkness for too long. As I hug my grandchildren, I know that I have done that.

			Thus I come full circle—through writing, living, and writing some more. The layers of story are deep, they take us into the labyrinth of our hearts, where we can become free of the past. Free to BE.

		

	


	
		
			 

			Preface

			Don’t Call Me Mother is both a healing memoir and a spiritual autobiography, a story about pain and transformation, of darkness and light that weaves itself through generations. This book is more than a specific tale of mothers and daughters struggling with the abandonment and undiagnosed mental illness that burned through my family history. It goes beyond abuse and loss, hatred and the holding of grudges. It is a testament to my belief that, under all the hurt and anger, love is buried deep inside each person.

			As a child, I could see this love. I also saw that most adults had forgotten how to find and express it. It gave me joy whenever the beauty of this inner treasure shone through in the grown-ups around me, and I felt deep disappointment when some remained stubbornly blind to it.

			Now, as a psychotherapist and teacher of memoir writing, I have learned that most humans are on the same path that I traveled—trying to reconnect with the love that was lost, trying to understand how and why things sometimes go terribly wrong.

			The gestation period for art and healing can’t be measured in ordinary time. The final draft of this memoir—woven through with dream and fantasy, memory, and personal history—has been “becoming” for fifteen years, ten years, five years, and two years, each version having a rhythm, direction, and resolution of its own.

			For months at a time, I would try to ignore my family legacy of undiagnosed mental illness, and generations of mothers leaving daughters, despairing of any hope of resolution—but the story kept tugging at me, refusing to leave me in peace.

			At first, I wrote it as fiction, until a fellow workshop member—said, “This is unbelievable. No family acts this way or does these things.”

			I replied, “But it’s all true.”

			“In fiction,” interjected the teacher, “the literal truth doesn’t matter.”

			It was then that I knew the story had to be written as a memoir, a distillation of the truth and the history I had lived and witnessed. 

			Like so many children, I made a promise to not to be like my parents when I grew up. But the effect of childhood conditioning is often more powerful than will. The archetype of the wounded healer applies: like many people who are raised in dysfunctional homes, I became a therapist. Psychiatrist Alice Miller, a respected authority on childhood trauma, says that therapists are compassionate witnesses who help reweave our brokenness. 

			After working on the story of my life and my family through art, photography, and poetry for many years, I needed to tell the truths that resided beneath the oil on a canvas and between the lines of a poem. I needed to reveal the story that I had implied, hidden, buried, or alluded to, but never put in a scene for open viewing. 

			Writing the whole story helped to hasten the healing process that I’d been searching for years in therapy. Wrestling with words and images, putting myself into the story as a character, in the first person, present tense, forced me to integrate the self that I was with the witness I have become. This memoir has given me a profound sense of completion with the past and a wonderful freedom. As I healed through the writing of this book, it too has evolved into a love song to my mother and grandmother, to my great-grandmother and my aunts, my father and grandfather and friends—to all those who saw the spark of love in a little girl and fanned it into flame so I could survive. The women who had once been curses—my eccentric, wild, emotion-wracked mother and grandmother—became my teachers. I believe that the emotional pain I experienced as a child has given me a depth of compassion that benefits my clients and enhances all my relationships.

			Two schools of thought exist about memoir. Some people hunger to find out how other real people struggled, lived, and came to terms with difficult circumstances. Others find the idea of a healing memoir too trite or simplistic.

			As a therapist, workshop leader, and author of Becoming Whole: Writing Your Healing Story, I stand in the former camp. I know that this work—writing down our lives as a journey of healing—is important to us as individuals and to the world. I humbly offer my own story as one of many that cries out to be told.

			Even though the details described in this book are about me, aspects of the story are universal. I hope this book gives you hope and comfort, and helps you to know that you are not alone.

		

	


	
		
			 

			Tracks to My Heart

			The train bisects the blue and the green, parting wheat fields by the tracks. Mommy and I rub shoulders, sitting in the last car, watching the landscape move backward, as if erasing my childhood, all those times when she would board the train and leave me aching for her. Now, in my dream, we rub shoulders, her perfume lingering. The old longing wrenches my stomach.

			Click-clack, click-clack, the train’s wheels on the track, the language of my past, my future.

			Her face is soft. Her wine-dark eyes glance at me with promise, an endearing look that gives me all I ever wanted. The click-clack ticks away the time, the mother time, moons rising and falling as the years fall like petals in a white garden, our body-and-blood song haunting my dreams. Mommy, where are you?

			Even as she is with me, she is gone.
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			The train station is the center of the universe, with tracks going and coming in all directions. People stand shivering in the ever-present plains wind, their hair kicked up violently when a train blows by, especially a freight bound for Chicago where, as I understand it, all sensible trains end up. To me, the Windy City, as I hear my mother and grandmother call it, is the end of the known world. It is where I began and where my mother is off to as the three of us—my mother, Josephine, my grandmother, Frances, and I—stand in a miserable clutch. I am sure they are as miserable as I am, my mothers, standing there with their arms across their chests, hips slung out, like bored movie stars competing for the same part. Maybe that’s what they are doing—vying for the part of good mother, or bad mother, depending on how you define things. To me both of them are beautiful and thrilling.

			But underneath their beauty and power, a secret is buried. A secret that runs in the blood. This moment repeats for the third time what has happened before—a mother leaving a daughter, repeating what Gram did to my mother so long ago, and her mother before her. It will be years before I find out the whole story about the three generations of women who will define my life. At this moment, the ticking bomb is set to go off when my mother gets on the train. No one here claims any knowledge of this dire pattern. I can feel it, though, deep in a silent place inside me, a place of desperation, the beginning of a crack that will split my life open.

			The sun pinks the sky in the west, a place where the eye loves to rest in this open land. Already the lore of its history tickles my curiosity, even though at this moment I am four years old. I hear of Indian chiefs and the frontier, if not from books, then from the pictures all around town proclaiming our cowboy heritage—neon signs, billboards showing an Indian chief in full headdress, peace pipe slung from an arm as casually as a gun. Right now the picture of an Indian, wearing only a blanket and standing in front of the Santa Fe Chief, hangs on the waiting room wall, wreathed in smoke rising like a mysterious code to the ceiling.

			I read the code here, tapping feet in open-toed suede shoes. I stare at my mother’s toes, as if to memorize an intimate part of her, bringing my gaze up her shapely legs, my stomach in a pang, the scenes that brought us to this moment fresh in my mind.
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			Mommy and I came here a few months ago from Chicago, where we had lived after my father left. I don’t know much about him, except that he went off to the war, and came back too, but not to us. She cries when she looks at his pictures. Every so often she shows me a small black-and-white photo of a man wearing an army captain’s hat and grinning as he leans casually against a brick building. The crease in his pants is knife sharp. With her slim fingers, she caresses a photograph of herself against the same wall, wearing a big fur coat.

			“That was the night before you were born, a cold night in March. What a wonderful thing that was for your mother.” Mommy often talks about herself like that, as if she wasn’t in the room.

			I remember our time in Chicago, when Mommy would talk on the phone forever in the evening, twisting her hair in tiny ringlets all over her head, or knitting scarves and sweaters. I remember the amber light that shone over her like a halo, and I remember that I’d do anything to get her to scratch my back with her sharp fingernails.

			But a few months ago, we left Chicago; it was my first time on the train. The ride was thrilling: the sound of the whistle, huge clouds of gushing steam, great deep rumblings of the engines that sounded like scary monsters speeding us by green fields and blue skies all around, with little towns along the side of the track and people waving, waving as if they knew us. The whistle tooted a special hello to them. What fun.

			That night the porter unfolded the special bed that was our seat, pulling down a shade made of thick green cloth. I loved the little tent he made for us. My mother had a dreamy look on her face, staring at the sights as the wheels click-clacked beneath us. She wore her cotton nightgown, and I my pajamas. We cuddled between fresh cotton sheets. The train rocked us back and forth, back and forth in a sweet rhythm that one day I would remember as the best moment we ever had, Mommy and me. On the train, together. The next day, we arrived in Wichita where I met Gram, Mommy’s mother.

			She looked like my mother, with the same pretty face. Her voice was soft as she sifted my fine hair away from my forehead in a gentle gesture and smiled at me with soft brown eyes so dark I couldn’t see the pupils you can see in most people’s eyes. She was nice to me and called me Sugar Pie. But Mommy and Gram—whew—they sure did surprise me by fighting all the time. I’d watch, or hide in the hall, while they yelled, screamed, and cried. Almost every day. It was terrible to hear; it made my skin itch. I scratched the itch, making red marks on my arms. Their cigarette smoke filled the air.

			When Mommy rushed off to work each morning it was quiet and nice in Gram’s little house. Windows let in the sun through the Venetian blinds, making pretty patterns on the hardwood floors. Gram read stories to me, and we made bubbles with soap in the sink. She taught me to eat prunes every morning. I began learning how words make stories come alive—Cinderella, Snow White, the Three Bears. Every day I waited for Mommy to come home. I loved her throaty voice, the way she touched my hair for a moment. I was always slinking around trying to get more hugs out of her, but she was not much for that.

			 

			One evening, everything seemed different. Mommy yelled. Threw down her purse. Lit cigarette after cigarette, the frown between her eyes deepening with each puff. Gram edged around her, as if she were looking for a way to either blow up or not fight at all. Finally the explosion came, my mothers opening and closing angry mouths. I kept my eye on them while I put dishes on the table.

			“I hate this place,” Mother said, stomping her heels on the floor.

			Gram made a nasty face. Their voices had sharp edges, and got so loud I had to put my fingers in my ears. They were so loud, so angry, sounding like screeching birds. Then something happened. Mommy got really quiet, which scared me even more, and said, “That’s it; I’m going back to Chicago.” I can’t say how I knew it, but I could tell that she wasn’t going to take me, and that if she left me now, it would be forever.

			I watched her walk back and forth across the floor. The seams in her hose were crooked. Mommy never had crooked seams. I sat on the floor, my stomach in a knot, while I traced the patterns in the Oriental rug. I wanted to get lost in those swirls, like in a dark forest in the fairy tales. I could get lost and never be found again.
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			So here we are, waiting for the train. My chest is tight; there is darkness and ice all the way though me. I am shivering. How can she leave? She knows I don’t want her to go. My mother stands apart from me and from Gram, far enough to show that she is the one leaving, the one who will go alone on the train. I dread the train that’s about to take her away. All around me everyone acts normal. People bustle around getting ready, the train men push luggage carts, kids jump up and down. Words that I cannot say gather in my mouth, fill my whole body. Every muscle wants to run to her, grab at her and scream, “Please don’t go,” but I know that she and Gram don’t want me to do this. I don’t want to make them mad; I don’t want them to look at me with those dark eyes of disapproval. I couldn’t stand it. So I pretend.

			The wind blows through me, whirling my dress. Then the sound of the whistle cries out, as if in pain. A deep sorrow lurches through me. I hold my breath to keep myself from crying. The light appears at the far end of the tracks and gets bigger. I can’t stop any of this. The huge train tears into the station, rumbling the earth beneath my feet, kicking up my hair with the blast of wind. A scream comes out of my mouth, but no one hears me. The locomotive is too huge, too powerful and frightening, and it is coming to take my mother away.

			Mommy and I are wrapped in invisible gauze, wrapped tight so it can’t break, but as she touches me softly with her fingertips, and leans over to give Gram a kiss, I can feel the fabric unwrapping, unwinding us until just a thin piece is left. She hugs me lightly, as if she’s afraid I’ll cling to her. Her musky smell clings to me. She click-clacks toward the train on her high heels, almost as if she’s glad to get away. Her seams are straight, and she is so beautiful with the sun on her face as she climbs into the train car.

			Mommy, Mommy, I chant silently, putting my fingers to my nose to inhale her memory, her scent on my skin.

			How I want to be on the train, to cuddle up with Mommy the way we did before. But when Gram looks at me with such sadness in her eyes, I know that I need to stay with her. It’s funny that she was so mad before, but now I can tell she is sad, though she doesn’t say it in words. I take her hand and stand with her as we watch the train disappear down the track in a puff of smoke.

			The train whistle cries its lonely song, lingering in the wind that crosses the plains. It will call for me all my life, in my dreams and while I am awake. The train song, the train’s power and promise, are etched deep in my soul from this day forward.

		

	


	
		
			 

			There Be Dragons

			At the edge of the world, there be dragons.

			—Fourteenth-century cartographer

			I have no idea how long my mother has been gone because each day stretches out forever, with prunes in the morning, songs on the radio, and The Shadow and The Lone Ranger, too. Gram is nice and sweet, as if she feels sorry for me. Today she bustles around, vacuuming and dusting, and tells me to make my bed because we’re having company. Gram always dresses up for company, so she puts on a silk dresss, powders her face, and slicks on her red lipstick.

			I hear a knock and rush to the door. Two very tall people look down at me—a thin-faced woman who smiles with big teeth, and a skinny man whose lips are zipped in a tight grin. A small girl and three skinny boys with sharp noses and glinty eyes bounce around behind them.

			“Vera, Charlie, come on in.” Gram is gracious as she leads them into our living room. She serves iced tea and perches at the edge of her chair, acting her company self, her good manners like frosting on a cake. She is passionate about good manners. This morning, she kneeled down and told me, “Remember to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’ Call them ‘mister’ and ‘ma’am.’” She tells me that all the time. I told her I would. Gram gives me a wonderful smile when I do what she wants.

			The boys swoop into the living room, a noisy bunch of lip-snapping, finger-popping kids. The adults tell us kids to go outside. I want to stay in and play with my dolls in my bedroom, but Gram obviously has adult business to attend to and sweeps us all outside. The boys scuffle; the largest one seems really tall and maybe is in high school. The middle one fights back at him with punches in the arm. The one close to my age has a gap between his teeth and smiles at me, as if to apologize for his brothers. The little girl whines and bangs on the door for her mother after the middle one pulls her pigtail.

			“Boys—come here this instant.” The mother stamps her foot. “Be nice to your sister.” I want to come in, but Vera tells me to stay out. Why is this lady I don’t even know telling me what to do?

			I look at Gram, but she seems to be on Vera’s side. Adults stick together, I know, but Gram is acting peculiar. I put a smile on my face and shuffle back out the door. I don’t much take to boys. Most are noisy and rough, and this crew is full of mischief. They are wrestling on the grass and pummeling each other.

			“What’s your names?”

			“She wants to know our names. Shall we tell her?”

			“Tell her? Why should we talk to her?” They point at me and laugh, then announce that the oldest one is Bruce. Then comes Terry. Ernest is the youngest boy.

			“Betsy, my name is Betsy,” says the little girl with her thumb in her mouth.

			Charlie comes out to tell the boys to play marbles and to include the girls. I don’t know how to play marbles, but they are nice and show me how. They let me take my turn and even let Betsy try. Ernest is especially nice. Shadows are long on the grass when the adults come to the door and tell the kids to get in the car. I am tired from all the activity and the bossy, rowdy kids. When the Ford pulls away, I figure that this is the last we’ll ever see of them.

			 

			Two weeks later Gram goes into housecleaning action again, moving the couch and vacuuming under it. She washes the living room windows and gets dressed in another shimmery silk dress.

			“Linda Joy, put on your pink dress and socks. We’re having company.”

			I ask who, and she tells me Vera and Charlie. I’ll have to put up with those boys again. I ask her why they’re coming again so soon, and she just shakes her head. She’s hiding something, but I can’t figure out what. When the car drives up, everyone spills out like ants.

			The boys bark and jump around on the grass. Vera plants a kiss on my cheek. I turn my head to wipe it off so she won’t see. Her toothy smile scares me. To my horror, the kids thunder into my room and begin to tear it apart, looking through my books, dolls, and toys, tossing them to the floor. Finally Gram and Vera come to the door, urging us outside. I ask Gram if I can stay and clean up my room, but she says no.

			“Children should be seen and not heard, and today we don’t even want to see you,” Vera says.

			The boys play hide and seek. They cheat. Betsy cries. I hate them. I don’t like being shut out of my own house and forced to be with these wild kids. Gram comes to the door, her dark eyes looking disturbed. “Sugar Pie, are you all right?” I tell her I am, but cringe at her use of that affectionate name in front of strangers.

			Sure enough, it gives them a reason to tease me in their sing-song cadence: “Sugar Pie, Sugar Pie. Eat it and you’ll die. Sissy, sissy.”

			I sit on the porch, waiting for them to just leave. Clouds blow across the sun; raindrops splash on our Nash Rambler. The boys use the drops to make drawings with their fingers, creating muddy puddles on our shiny car. Vera comes out and puts her hands on my shoulders. My skin starts burning. She leaves her hands on me and says, “We’ll see you soon.” Charlie pats my head. I shrink away from both of them, and slip in the front door as soon as I can. Gram tells them goodbye, then turns to see the trails of dirty finger marks on her car. She wipes them with the palm of her hand and then leans against the car, burying her head in her arms. Her shoulders shake. I’ve never seen her so upset.

			My stomach starts to hurt. “Gram, what’s wrong?”

			“It’s just adult stuff. Don’t worry.” Her eyes tell me she is lying. She kneels down to fold her arms around me. I can feel her breath against my neck, the flutter of her fingers on my back. “Oh, my Sugar Pie, my sweet little Sugar Pie,” she croons with so much sorrow that I feel broken. Something is terribly wrong. When I ask again what it is, she shakes her head. For the rest of the day she moves around woodenly, fixing lunch, washing dishes. I straighten up the mess in my room, putting my dolls nicely on the bed. I line up my story books in a row, a heavy feeling on my shoulders where Vera’s hands had rested.

			After I go to bed, Gram makes a long phone call to my mother, pleading with her, “No, it’s wrong. I don’t trust them.” Her voice travels the scale from high to low, from sharp anger to quiet sorrow. I shake in my bed. I know this conversation has to be about me. Gram is acting too funny, and she doesn’t look at me in the same way. I lie there, trying to figure out what is happening, but I can’t. The veil of sleep finally falls on me in spite of my tense body and tumbling thoughts.

			 

			The next morning the sun splashes patterns on the wooden floor by my bed. When I shuffle out to breakfast, the look on Gram’s face gives everything away. She kneels before me, tears running down her face, her arms grabbing me tight. I hold my breath. I know there’s bad news about me.

			“Honey, I have to tell you…” Her fingers trickle along my arms that are hanging heavy from their sockets. “Your mother and father… they think you should live with Vera and Charlie and the kids.”

			Those sharp-faced children? Vera and her bossiness? My insides shrink away from my skin. I don’t know what to say. I stare at her, trying to understand why she wants me to go away. How bad have I been?

			“I’m so sorry, but they think this is best for you.”

			“I don’t want to live with them. Why can’t I stay with you?”

			“They think you should have kids to play with. I’m just your old Gram, you know.” She shrugs her shoulders and smiles sadly.

			I notice there are two parts to me. One part sees how she is trying to joke about this, to help me take the news lightly. The other part of me stands alone in a field under a gray sky, the wind blowing against me, sucking out the marrow of my bones. My lips try to form words, but for a few minutes I can’t find them.

			I already know that what adults decide is what will be, but I protest anyway. “I don’t like them. I don’t want to go. Can’t I stay with you, Gram? Please don’t send me away.” Gram breaks down and sobs.

			I bargain with her. “Call Mommy and Daddy. Tell them I don’t want to go. I’ll be good, I’ll eat my prunes, I’ll have good manners. I promise!”

			These words make Gram cry even harder. I can hear her in the bathroom, sobbing and blowing her nose. I watch elm trees swaying in the wind outside the living room window, and I feel my world loosening, beginning to come apart.

			Gram does call my mother. I hear another round of fighting, which I know is my fault. I go to bed to the sounds of her pleading, her tears and her rage my lullaby. Finally, a blessed silence as I fall asleep.

			The next morning is even worse. Gram’s eyes look haunted. In a trying-to-be-cheerful voice she says, “Good morning, Sugar Pie.” I steel myself to do without this sweet greeting, a sob threatening to break loose.

			She pours her coffee and my milk. Her hand shakes as she spoons coffee into my glass. I ask her what Mother said, already knowing the answer.

			Gram’s eyes are pools of grief. “I’m so sorry, honey, but Vera and Charlie are coming for you tonight.”

			So soon? I don’t know what to do, how to feel. I am a piece of flotsam bobbing along at the whim of the adults. My stomach swims in despair. Every time I look at Gram, we both start crying.

			Gram gets out the suitcase and opens it on the bed. She sorts through my clothes, washes my underwear and socks, and hangs them to dry on the clothesline next to the morning glories. I go out to look at the brilliant blue flowers, which comfort me somehow with their pretty faces and bobbing heads. I walk through the house, fingering my pink bedspread and hugging my bear. I decide to leave it with Gram rather than risk the boys killing it. She packs my satin ribbons, one for each dress, and tells me to put on my new shorts outfit. As she ties the matching ribbon in my hair she stifles her tears.

			The June day is endless, yet too short. The sun has made long shadows on the grass when the green Ford pulls into the driveway. The kids pile out and gather in a jittery herd, as if they’ve been told to behave or else. Vera comes in wearing her wide white smile, and plants an onion-breath kiss on my cheek, surrounding me in a cape of possession. Gram’s face is crumpled like a Kleenex. She hands Charlie the suitcase, then leans on the counter clutching her side. A fluttery panic rises in my chest and I feel the urge to run, but the adult forces are stronger than I am. I paste a smile on my face, knowing that it will help Gram. She stands at the front door, holding a Kleenex and waving.

			Vera takes my arm and leads me to the car, like the witch leading Hansel and Gretel to her cage. The boys and I are stuffed into the backseat, Betsy up front with her parents. As we drive away from Gram’s house, a black curtain comes down over the sky, making for a very dark night. Bruce and Terry fall asleep, their heads lolling against my shoulders, their elbows poking my ribs. The moon spills its light on the lonely ribbon of road leading to Wheatland and my new home.

			 

			That night, Vera shows me to my room—a huge upstairs bedroom around the corner from the boys’ rooms. I lay awake for a long time, listening to each creak in the boards, worried that the boys will sneak up on me.

			Bright sun pouring in a large window awakens me. The boys’ feet pound on the floor on the way to breakfast. Downstairs I find out that there are a lot of rules: Eat everything on your plate; no snacking without permission. The boys tease and throw food when Vera leaves the room. Betsy whines. Charlie leaves early for work, wearing a suit and carrying a briefcase. The house is so large there’s an echo. The roomy kitchen has linoleum floors and a gray Formica table, a pantry, a back porch, a basement at the bottom of a rickety wooden staircase. After breakfast, Vera and the kids show me a rabbit in a cage in the backyard. Everyone is nice, playing and joking around. I begin to think that things might be all right.

			That first evening cicadas are murmuring. Soft evening light filters through the sycamores and elms lining a street made of brick. Vera tells me to come to the front porch so she can talk to me alone. She hands me a brown paper bag containing blue jeans and a toothbrush. I like the way the jeans smell and the orange stitching on the legs.

			She nods, “The clothes your grandmother gave us are too fancy. We all wear jeans. We have rules here, and you must obey them. Every night we brush our teeth. Every night, mind you. I will treat you as I treat the other children.”

			I mumble and say thank you, but there’s something in her speech that chills me.

			“You must remember—brush your teeth every night. Repeat it after me.”

			“Brush my teeth every night.”

			She nods, a hank of hair falls out of her bobby pin. Her eyes shine in a ghostly way. She leans back on her heels and crosses her arms. “Another thing. Now that you live here, I am your mother. You must call me Mother. Say it.”

			I stare at her. Teeth and eyes swirl into an out-of-focus jumble.

			“Say it now. Linda, call me Mother.”

			My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. My heart pounds. I can’t call this woman Mother. She looks to me now like the wicked stepmother in Snow White, with her straight black hair, her narrowing eyes.

			“Say it—call me Mother. Come on.” Her voice is hard in her throat.

			The sound of a train whistle in the distance makes me yearn for my real mother. I can see her lovely face and tender eyes in my mind. Sycamore trees rustle in the evening breeze. Fireflies flicker on and off, suspended in the liquid green dusk. A dog barks next door. Vera’s eyes seem to glow. My body aches.

			“If you call me Mother, you can go in. Come on, say it.” She gestures for me to hurry up.

			She folds her arms over her chest and plops in a wicker rocking chair. “You are going to stand there until you call me Mother. I can wait all night, if that’s what you want.” The porch creaks as she rocks back and forth, back and forth for a long time. Only the porch speaks; there’s no sound from me. One thought darts in and out of my mind—what would Mommy say to this? The trees sink into invisibility. The streetlights are glowing orbs hanging in darkness. A baby cries down the street; children play noisily next door. Vera’s eyes are gleaming slits in the thick darkness. Another dog barks; a screen door slams.

			“Say it. Say it now!”

			My mother’s face hovers in my mind, beautiful with her dark wavy hair, her brown eyes soft and sweet, the way they are when she tucks me in. She’d be so hurt by this, but I sink under the weight of Vera’s will. I know that she’ll never let me go to bed if I don’t give in.

			I say the word.

			It’s just a word, but words create whole worlds, and I know this, even at five. My old world ends that very moment.

			 

			The next morning Vera leads me down the basement stairs. There are spider webs everywhere. A small twin bed sits under a window, a ping-pong table with paddles in another room. Vera thrusts a paddle toward me. “Feel this.”

			I stare at her, starting to shiver.

			“I said to feel it.” She mashes my fingers over the bumps on the paddle. “This is what I’ll use when you don’t mind me.”

			I squeeze my arms against my ribs, trying not to let her see my fear.

			“If you don’t obey, I’ll use this on you. You’re expected to follow our rules. I’ll treat you like the other kids, understand?”

			Gram and Mommy hardly ever swatted me. The basement grows dark, as if the sun has fallen from the sky.
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			A week after I start kindergarten, Vera makes good her promise. I go to kindergarten in the morning. The school is a few blocks from the house. Crayons, chalk, and books are cheerful smells to me. The kids are nice and the teacher is patient, showing us how to write and draw. Vera told me to come home right after school, so I obey, shuffling along, kicking leaves, watching a squirrel scamper up a tree. The scent of fresh grass and earth make me feel pretty good compared to what I find at Vera’s. Vera stands sentry by the back door. As soon as she sees me, she shouts, “What took you so long? Do you know what time it is?”

			Her eyes are fiery and her teeth seem sharp and pointy. Vera drags me into the kitchen and points to the clock. “See. What took you so long? What did you do all this time?”

			“I was just walking.” I stare at the clock hands, confused. I don’t know how to tell time yet.

			“It doesn’t take anyone that long to walk home. Where did you go? What were you doing?”

			What’s wrong? I was just enjoying my walk with the squirrels, the crackly leaves, the autumn day. I just look at her, not knowing what to say.

			“Get in here.” She yanks me by the arm to the closet. She takes out a ping-pong paddle. I catch my breath. “I didn’t do anything, honest. I just walked home.”

			“You’re a liar. Now pull down your pants.”

			I don’t move. She can’t mean it, it doesn’t make any sense.

			“Mind me! I told you to pull down your pants.”

			I can’t fight her. The other night on the porch I learned that she’ll always win. My body throbs with shame as I slip down my underpants. She bends me over and at first hits me lightly. The sound of slaps on bare skin echo in the room. I figure that I should muster up a cry so she’ll stop. By the end of the spanking, my tears are real, and I hate myself for giving in and crying. She stands me upright. My tears make the room and Vera’s face look blurry. I am burning from the pain and from embarrassment. No one has ever humiliated me like that.

			“That’ll teach you to come home on time and not lie to me. I can tell, you know, when kids lie.” She waves the paddle. “This is what you’ll get for it every time.”

			Triumphant, she turns her attention to pie making. Betsy peeks out from behind the dining room door and giggles.
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			A bare light bulb hangs over the kitchen table. Charlie is at work; the boys are having a food fight. Vera is in another room with Betsy. Bacon and eggs wait on a platter for me. Gram never made me eat eggs once she found out that I was allergic to them. Just looking at the runny whites makes me feel like throwing up. Vera comes in and tells me to eat the eggs. I ask for cereal instead, and even say please. Furious, she stands over me. “What do I have to do to get you to eat your eggs—pound it into you?” She taps my head with her fists.

			I realize that, again, she has to win. I dip a small piece of toast into the eggs. The boys turn their curious eyes toward me. I stop chewing in mid-bite, feeling sick. Vera leaves the room again. Terry and Bruce come over to pound their fists on my head, chanting, “Bacon and eggs, bacon and eggs, you’ve got to eat your bacon and eggs.” I sink down, trying to escape, but they keep it up, cackling and making fun of me. I manage to keep from crying.

			When she comes back, Vera tells them to sit down. “Get busy and eat those eggs. We can sit here all day.” She spoons the eggs in front of me.

			“Open your mouth. Hurry up.”

			She sticks the spoon in my mouth. My throat closes and I start to gag.

			“Don’t you dare throw that up! I’ll whale you a good one.”

			I think of Gram’s face, her smile, how she called me “Sugar Pie.” Somehow the food goes down.
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			At school a few weeks later, the room swims in a cottony fog. I blink to clear the fog, trying to stay upright. Suddenly the teacher’s face is a few inches away, and she insists that I come with her to the nurse’s office to take my temperature. The office seems far away in a mist. The nurse takes my temperature, tells me I have a fever and have to go home. If I go home early, Vera will kill me. I’d be ruining her routine. These smiling ladies would never believe what goes on in that house, or that my “mother” would be angry at me for being sick. I decide that if I walk very slowly, I’ll get home close to the time that school gets out, and she’ll never know I left early. The nice teacher and nurse put a stop to my fantasy of making it work out for myself by offering me a ride. I keep saying no, but they rush me into my coat and send me out to the car.

			Each step brings me closer to Vera and her rage. She does not like outsiders. I know these ladies are trying to be nice, but they have no idea how much trouble they are getting me into. The nurse knocks on the door. Vera acts nice and friendly, smiles her thanks. No one would ever guess what she’s really like.

			When the car’s gone, she hisses. “So, you managed to come home early, did you? I had a little surprise planned for you and Betsy—riding sleds and making a snowman, but no, you have to get sick. Go to your room and stay there. You won’t be coming with us.” She looks triumphant for some reason, with a glint of pleasure in her eyes.

			I’d rather play and have fun, but the world is fuzzy and I’m so tired. I look out my bedroom window to see Vera and Betsy playing in the snow. My breath frosts the window glass. Gram would have made me soup and tucked me into bed. Where are the people who care for me? Do they remember me?

			 

			Everyone plays the happy-face game when company comes for parties. Being with other people in a normal way cheers me up. One family has a sixteen-year-old boy named Freddie. He’s always paying attention to me, reading and playing games. He’s nicer than the boys I live with. After hamburgers, when the adults are playing card games, he kneels down and says, “Hey, show me the ping-pong table in the basement. Let’s go!”

			He’s big and leads me protectively into the murky basement. He tells me that we’re going to play the tickle game, and that I should get on the bed. I am not sure about this, but I lie down and he lies beside me. He says to close my eyes. I feel his fingers moving along my ribs, and I break into a giggle. Then I feel a brush of air on my leg. I open my eyes and yank down my dress.

			“This game is about the alphabet letters on your underpants.” He grins as he pulls up my dress again. “This is part of the game; it won’t hurt. Just let me see them. Oh, they’re cute. Here’s a red ‘B’ and a yellow ‘A’. Do you know your letters?”

			Of course I do. Does he think I’m stupid? I try to squirm away from him and sit up.

			“It’s okay, just lie back.” He keeps playing the lift-up-my-dress game. Part of my mind watches us, another part is thinking about Vera. If she sees this, she’ll beat me for sure. Freddie wedges me against the wall and unfastens his pants, releasing a pink thing. I don’t see it clearly because I squeeze my eyes shut. I know this is all very bad.

			“Do you want to touch it?” he whispers.

			I shake my head. I think fast—how can I get him up without making him mad? Vera might find us at any moment.

			“I won’t hurt you.” He climbs on top of me. “Just let me put it between your legs.” He’s breathing hard. He pulls at my underpants, but I push against him. I have to get away. Now.

			I start babbling, “Freddie, I have to go to the bathroom bad, really. Please let me get up. Pretty please.”

			Freddie blinks and gets off me. I dart up the stairs and he follows, fastening his pants.

			“You won’t tell anyone?” he whispers.

			I shake my head no, but I’m terrified that Vera will see inside my brain and know anyway.

			When we burst through the door into the bright lights of the kitchen, I have a smile plastered on my face to cover up any other feelings that might be there. The others ask us what we were doing. “Playing.” I feel dirty and confused, terrified that Vera will read my mind about Freddie in the basement, but she doesn’t seem to sense anything about it.
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			Vera accuses me of sneaking food between meals. I am always hungry, and mealtimes are so unpleasant that I can’t eat much for fear of being teased. It’s true that I did take some sugar bread, but how does she know? Vera’s eyes are even smaller than usual. She’ll spank me whether I tell the truth or lie, but the truth is worse. I shake my head. She grabs me by the arm and drags me to the closet for the paddle.

			“Pull down your pants,” she yells. I wonder how I can stall her, get her to change her mind.

			“Pull them down, I tell you!” She yanks down my pants and bends me over, spanking me hard, screaming, “You no-good liar. How dare you? You’re nothing.”

			I cry in spite of myself. I hate myself for breaking down, giving her that power over me. She points at me, her face twisted. “Look at you, you’re a mess. No wonder your mother and father…” She starts hitting me again. “Repeat after me, my mother doesn’t love me, my father doesn’t love me, only you love me, Vera.”

			They don’t love me? She is voicing my worst fear—that they have forgotten me, that they don’t really love me. If they did, why would they leave me here? My stomach sinks in misery and dread. Inside my head I try to fight what she says: no, they do love me, they must love me.

			“Come on—repeat after me.” Her glittering eyes bore into my brain, my very soul. Her terrible words bang around in my head. For a long time, I cry, refusing to say the awful words that seem too true. Finally I have to give in because she won’t stop unless I do. I say the terrible words; darkness falls inside me. I feel like a piece of lint on the floor, to be swept away. I must be a terrible, bad person just as Vera says. I drag myself to my room, my mind flying around frantically, trying to reassemble the pieces.

			[image: fleuron.jpg]

			One day Vera announces that Mommy is coming to visit. I try to remember my mother—her face, her wavy dark hair falling to her shoulders. I want to remember her soft voice and her touch, but now there’s just a blurry picture. At the train station in Wheatland, Mother steps out of the mist in all her loveliness. She bends down to kiss my face, and I put my arms around her, inhaling her musky, sweet scent. I want to tell her everything, but Vera stands behind me like a sentry. I know that if I tell Mother, she’ll have to take me away now or Vera will make everything much worse.

			They drink coffee by the hour, chatting and giggling. Mother clicks her knitting needles, talking on and on, punctuating the air with her wild laughs, kicking her legs in the air. I peek around the doorways, watching them have a fine time. Vera smiles as she always does with strangers, saving her sour face for us kids.

			I begin to understand that Mother loves her single life in Chicago. I keep listening to her, checking to see if I’m right. Deep in my bones I know that my mother won’t rescue me. Heavy with disappointment, I just watch her, wondering what I’ve done wrong to make her not want me. At the train station, Mother’s soft cheek against mine, I want to tell her everything and run onto the train with her, but I know I can’t. She steps onto the train and waves cheerily while I stare miserably at her, trying not to cry.

			Instantly, Vera’s face returns to its usual scowl. She puts her hand on my shoulder and squeezes hard. “Big girls don’t cry.”

			The train is a trembling silver beauty, yellow and red stripes wrapping around the engine. The Santa Fe Super Chief has come from the west with a real Indian wrapped in a blanket. He stands beside the engine, silent and imposing, his eyes dark and mysterious. The train gathers itself and whistles, shattering the evening, and then speeds off with an earthshaking rumble. In the silence that follows, I realize that I’m on my own forever.

			 

			I get a second chance to be rescued when my father visits. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him. I can’t exactly remember his face, but at the train station he recognizes me and scoops me up in his strong arms, whirling me and spinning the world. He smells like spicy aftershave and makes me giggle when his beard scrapes my face. Daddy talks with a drawl and has good Southern manners. He shakes Vera’s hand heartily and introduces his wife, Hazel. She smiles shyly and speaks in a soft voice. I am disappointed that he is with her. I wanted to see him alone so I could tell him about Vera.

			Vera serves coffee and cookies, acting every bit like the polite person she appears to be to the world. They’d never guess what she’s like with kids, especially me. Right in front of her, Daddy asks me if I’m happy. I fix a smile on my face and say yes, oh yes, so happy, feeling sick inside. All afternoon I watch the adults laugh and chat. Daddy puts his arm around Hazel and talks about his life in Chicago, how happy he is in his railroad work. I realize that Daddy likes his Chicago life, his shiny suits, the diamond ring on his left pinky, and his new wife. A little girl would mess all that up. The morning they leave, Vera takes a photograph of the three of us. I stand in front of my kneeling father, his arm around me. The little girl in the picture looks lost, with sad eyes and not even a hint of a smile.
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			I have a series of illnesses, from colds to bronchitis to flu and more colds. When I’m lying in bed, Charlie sometimes brings me soup, and the kids come by to say hello. They are not always mean, but I can’t trust them. They’ll be nice and then suddenly lash out, making fun of me. I have grown used to Vera’s spankings, but I hate it that I cry for each one. I can’t seem to keep the tears away anymore. I often see scary monsters in the closet at night, but one night I have a different vision, one that stays with me for a long time.

			A lady wearing a red gown and a blue headdress appears in the window across from my bed. I blink, but she does not disappear. I get out of bed and check in the hall to see if someone is standing there, but there’s no one. Her dark hair falls to her shoulders, and she looks at me with kindness. She tells me not to worry, that everything will be all right. I feel peace and relaxation as I look at her, and eventually I fall asleep. She isn’t there in the morning, and I never see her again, but I return often to the feeling of comfort she gave me, as if she had taken me into her arms like a mother. Later, I discover that she looked just like paintings of Mary, the mother of Jesus.

			On my sixth birthday in March, Vera makes a cake for me and everyone sings Happy Birthday. I try to imagine my next birthday, but I can’t. My life stretches out like the plains, empty all the way to the horizon. I blow out the candles, my skin crawling with awful feelings: ugly, unwanted, and alone. I know that despite their smiles and singing, these people don’t really care for me. I blow out the candles, missing Mommy and Gram, seeing their beautiful faces in my mind. I wonder if they know it’s my birthday.

			 

			Just after school is out, I get sick again and have to stay in bed. Vera tells me that the family is going on vacation, so I’m going to stay with Gram, and they’ll get me after they come back. I should be ecstatic, but I’m too sick to care. They bundle me up with my suitcase and drive to Wichita. Suddenly we are at Gram’s house, and she’s smiling and wrapping her arms around me. “Sugar Pie, poor sick Sugar Pie,” she croons.

			Gram folds me into a soft bed with clean white sheets. She tries to hide her alarm at my deflated condition and high fever, but I can see she’s worried. The doctor takes my temperature and gives me a shot. I huddle under the quilt, feeling protected and safe. Gram is a kind nurse, waiting on me day and night with juice, pills, and soup, putting warm washcloths against my forehead and a hot water bottle on my feet. Sometimes her tenderness makes me cry, but I don’t let her see that. She yells at my mother and father on the phone, “She has rickets and malnutrition!” I don’t know what that means, but she says it’s their fault for not noticing.

			I rock for hours in my mother’s childhood rocking chair holding my doll. I rock and rock, grateful for the peace in the house. Gram watches me carefully, puts her face close. “Tell me, what it was like at Vera’s? How did she treat you?”

			I want to tell her the truth. The words gather in my mouth, but before I can speak, I remember that words are dangerous. When they come back, Gram will pass on everything I say, and Vera will beat me harder than ever. At night I cry, feeling desperately worried, waiting for them to come take me away from Gram. I know that they will be mean again and that I will be unhappy. There’s nothing I can do about it, so I just wait, shaking and worrying.

			One morning Gram decides to boil an egg for me for breakfast. She bounces around her sunny kitchen, happy, I can tell, because she’s going to get me to eat, which I don’t do much. Eggs—doesn’t she remember I can’t eat them? Already I feel like throwing up. She spreads apple butter on toast and pours a glass of milk. I stare at the runny egg whites, not touching them, shaking. Gram kneels on the kitchen floor. It makes me sad to see her like that, begging me to talk to her. I don’t want to make her mad, but I’m scared to talk. Movie-like images run across my mind: Vera’s spankings, her scary eyes, the boys’ cruel teasing. It all gathers up like a steam engine and comes out in a rush of tears and sentence fragments. She smoothes my hair and listens, with tears rolling down her face. I don’t dare tell her what happened with Freddie. Her face is sad, then angry, and then sad again. She pats me and strokes my hair, saying, “Poor little Sugar Pie. It’s all right.”

			When I am through talking, she declares: “That’s it! You’re not going back.”

			“But they’ll get mad. They’ll make me go.”

			“You’re not going back with them, and that’s final!” Her eyes are fierce. I’ve never seen her like this before. She calls my parents, screaming that they forced me to go and didn’t see that I was suffering. She tells them again that I have rickets and anemia. “I will not give that child back to them. She just sits in a chair and won’t talk. She’s skinny as a rail. She’s not the same little girl.”

			After many loud phone conversations over the next few days, Gram announces that my parents have agreed to let me stay with her. Gram finally looks happy, and I feel hopeful for the first time in a long while. Still, I wait for Vera’s return, rocking in the rocking chair. Will Gram really keep me? I don’t trust any of these adults; they change their minds all the time. I keep asking her if she means it. She insists that she will be what is called my guardian from now on.

			Finally the day arrives when my tormentors are supposed to come back. All day, my stomach’s knotted with anxiety. They all burst into the living room acting as if they are glad to see me, Vera with her white teeth and her phony smile that sends chills down my back. I hide in the bathroom. The adults chat a little, and then Gram tells them. She says that I’m not well and she’s my guardian now, with my parents’ permission. I come out just to say good-bye, standing close to Gram.

			Vera looks genuinely disappointed. I think, sure you are, you won’t have me to yell at and hit any more. They make a show of kissing me good-bye as if they cared. I stay close to Gram as we wave good-bye, terrified that they will come back and snatch me away. But the car disappears down the street. Gram, my savior, keeps her arm around me as we stand there waving. Now I belong to her.

		

	


	
		
			 

			Enid and Aunt Helen

			Gram moves us to Enid, Oklahoma, a few months after I come back to her from Vera’s. The grand sweep of the prairie and the huge blue sky go on forever, knitting into a silvery horizon. Across the street from our little house on Park Street, an ancient cottonwood reaches its branches to the sky, the undersides of its leaves gleaming in the sun. Cows graze and moo contentedly. Everything is so peaceful. I can imagine Indians sitting under that cottonwood tree, horses’ hooves and thick clouds of dust, bows and arrows. Evidence that this place was Indian Territory less than one hundred years ago is everywhere: Red Chief Motel, Cheyenne Café, the Cherokee Theatre.

			Wheat fields surround the town, their graceful stalks wafting in the wind all spring, changing gradually from baby green to deep amber. I come to love these beautiful landscapes—the wheat, the wide deep-blue sky with great thunderheads building, the clouds that show you the shining underside of heaven.

			 

			One afternoon not long after moving to Enid, Gram tells me to get dressed. We are going to visit her best friends, Aunt Helen and Uncle Maj, who live across town.

			“Which aunt is Aunt Helen?” I ask.

			“She’s not a real aunt; she’s my best friend. ‘Aunt’ is what you call someone who’s such a good friend, they’re like family.”

			“Why is the man called Uncle Maj?”

			“He was a major in the army during the war, so we call him Maj. His real name is Russell Claire, and we call him R. C. for short.”

			Gram puts on a good blue dress and white sandals, glosses on red lipstick, and fluffs on her powder. She always makes herself look nice. As we get in the car, I say hi to the cows grazing under the cottonwood. I’m still amazed to actually be living with Gram. I worry about Vera, sometimes wondering if she’ll figure out a way to burst my bubble of happiness, but I trust now that Gram plans to keep me.

			Off we go, bumping along on dusty Market Street with its red dirt blowing around us in great gusts all the way through the “Negro section.” The street changes from dirt to concrete when we hit the white part of town. The road crosses Highway 81, the route of the old Chisholm Trail. Gram tells me, “The Chisholm Trail is named after Jesse Chisholm. He drove cattle from Texas north into Kansas before the trains. It was the most famous trail in the west.” Gram loves history; her books are piled up all over the house. She likes to tell me about the past and says what happened then is a part of us now.

			Eventually Gram stops in front of a green-shingled house with a red front porch and an emerald-green yard set off by bushes of furling red roses. A smiling, red-faced woman wearing a pink striped dress bounces down the stairs, her arms out, her soft belly jiggling with laughter. “Oh, let me get my hands on that pretty little thing. God love ya, darlin’.” She squeezes me against her body and my nose is pressed so hard into her soft stomach that I can’t breathe for a moment. I don’t understand who she is or how she seems to know me. Her blonde hair is a curly mass around her head; her round cheeks blush with rouge or excitement—I don’t know which. “Ahh, lovey, look how you’ve grown. You weren’t no bigger’n a grasshopper the last time I laid eyes on you.”

			“You remember Aunt Helen, don’t you?” Gram beams at me. A ruddy-faced man with thick white hair bounces down the steps. “Great balls of sheet iron,” he says, clamping a hand on my shoulder, his blue eyes spark-ling. He asks me to hold out my hand, where he places a beautiful red rose. I cup the rose in my hand and inhale its delicious scent. The adults start to chatter, Aunt Helen in her drawling Southern accent. Gram’s more relaxed and happy than I’ve ever seen her. We clatter into the house, and the smells of fresh coffee and homemade bread just out of the oven enfold us in cozy comfort.

			The house is a delight—a damask tablecloth on the dining room table, a pink rose in a silver vase, lace curtains being sucked against the screen by a gentle breeze. The back yard is like a painting, with roses in all colors—red, pink, yellow, and white—shimmering in the light. I gaze at the photographs in the bookcase: Aunt Helen when she was younger with a smooth face, Uncle Maj in his military uniform. I look at Aunt Helen, then back at the photo, comparing. She sees this and says, “Land sakes, girl, don’t be looking like that at me. We’re all older now, but the Duchess here,” she gestures toward Gram, “looks the same as she always did.”

			“Duchess,” Gram whispers, settling herself with cigarettes and ashtray at the dining room table. I can see that she loves that name. I have never heard her called that, so I ask what it means.

			Uncle Maj leans back against the chair and tamps down his pipe. “The Duchess—oh yes, oh yes. She was the Duchess from the first time we met her. At the hotel in San Antone she breezed in looking like a million dollars, dressed to the nines with ostrich boa, silk dresses, velvet shoes.”

			“Like a movie star. You shoulda seen her,” Aunt Helen huffs admiringly.

			“No one could hold a candle to Frances,” says Maj, puffing his pipe.

			“Frances? Who’s Frances?” I ask.

			Gram grins, gray smoke swirling above her head. “Frances is my middle name. Lulu Frances Hurlbut is my whole name. My second husband’s name was Hurlbut, but he died.”
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