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Part One








Elizabeth’s Bedroom
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You can love a person and not really enjoy their company. I know, because that’s the way I feel about Grandma Motley. For the past five years, ever since Paige and Polly were born, I have been sleeping in Grandma’s bedroom. I have one dresser drawer for my fold-up clothes and my quilted satin handkerchief box, and about five inches in the closet to hang my dresses. I even have to keep my Sunday shoes in a box under the bed, with my hat sliding around on top of that.

The only other thing Grandma allows me to keep in the room is a bookcase my brother Johnny built for me, and she fusses every day about how she can’t get to the window anymore. Of course, she’s the one who said to put it there in the first place.

And Grandma never lets us forget that this is really her house either. “Until I die,” she says, “I will see to certain things around this farm. There’s a way things ought to be.”

One day I heard Daddy say to Mama, “Emily Ruth, you have got to be the best person that ever lived to put up with my mama. She’s always had her way, and I guess she’ll always get it.” So I know I’m not the only person who feels that way about Grandma. I mean, if she’s awake, she’s talking, and if she’s asleep, she’s snoring.

But I won’t be listening to her snores much longer. I’m counting the days, four to be exact. And then my sister Elizabeth will be off to the State Teachers College at Farmville and I’ll get her bedroom. Then I won’t be the only girl in the seventh grade who still shares a bedroom with her grandmother.

And of course, anybody in the world would want a room like Elizabeth’s. A couple of years ago she made blue flowered curtains for the windows. And matching pillows for the bed. And a white organdy skirt for the dressing table. And since the room is on the front of the house, you can sit at the window and see the road. Of course you need to hold your head just right to see through the branches of the maple trees and down the long row of cedars that lead to the gate. Sometimes, if Elizabeth is out on a date with Tommy Gray, and if Grandma isn’t looking, I open the window and step out onto the porch roof. By the time I take three steps, it starts to slant. I have to grab a tree limb to keep from falling. But it’s great. I feel free as a bird. Polly and Paige can’t find me. Grandma Motley can’t find me. None of the eight people who live in our house can find me. It’s wonderful to feel sneaky like that.

One night when I was out there, Tommy and Elizabeth came home early from a date. I could see the headlights of the car as it got closer and closer. I was afraid to move. So when Elizabeth started to open the car door and the light came on, I saw how they kissed each other good night. I hung on to a big limb with one hand, and I leaned down as far as I could go. Then I could see their lips opening up and moving toward each other. Just like a movie. Maybe like Carole Lombard and Clark Gable. I opened my lips and I was thinking about how in four years when I was sixteen and could have dates, I would be kissing somebody too.

But then Tommy opened his eyes and looked up through the windshield and saw me.

“Is that you, Margaret Ann?” he hollered.

I didn’t answer. I jumped back inside the window and hid until Elizabeth came upstairs. And then I begged her not to tell Mama and Daddy.

“Please, Elizabeth, please. I promise I won’t do it again.”

Then actually I could see relief in Elizabeth’s eyes, and it came to me that she might not want everybody to know about her and Tommy kissing either.

“This can be our little secret, Margaret Ann. How about that?”

Elizabeth started laughing, and I got to laughing too. We had to stick our heads in the closet so we wouldn’t wake Grandma. I knew Mama was still awake. She never goes to sleep until Elizabeth and Johnny both are home from their dates. But Mama never fusses. So we were home free.

During these last days Elizabeth is with us, I eat my snack the minute I get home from school, then dash upstairs to her bedroom. Grandma keeps insisting that I’m bothering Elizabeth and Mama, but they never say so. On the other hand, they don’t seem to answer my questions either. And I want to know everything. Is that a new sweater? Where did she get it? Is this a new dress? Did she make it that very day?

Elizabeth sews prettier and faster than anybody we know. She is going to major in home economics, and she says she wants to be a teacher. But you’d have to be pretty dumb to believe that. I’m sure as anything she’ll teach a couple of years and then marry Tommy Gray and live the rest of her life about four miles down the road on the Gray farm. She’ll make blue flowered curtains for every window in Tommy’s house.

The day before Elizabeth is leaving, I come home from school to find Grandma Motley’s old steamer trunk sitting in the middle of Elizabeth’s bedroom. I get kind of a funny feeling, and I don’t go inside the room right away. Somehow, for the first time, I actually realize what this means. It isn’t just that I’ll have a new bedroom, it’s that Elizabeth won’t be here. Almost every day of my life I’ve seen my sister. Who will tell me my socks don’t match? Who will lend me a hairbrush when I can’t find mine?

I feel a tear in each eye, just ready to roll. So I stand there, not making a sound, and it’s like the socks and silk hose and petticoats and sweaters and shirtwaists are floating through the air. Straight out of the bureau drawers and into the deep drawers of that big steamer trunk. I can’t see Mama’s hands or Elizabeth’s hands. Only the pretty things Elizabeth has sewn. I guess it’s the tears that make it look like that.

I hold my breath, trying to be quiet so nobody will know I have a tear in each eye, and I admit it, it comes to me to wonder if the curtains and pillows and dressing table skirt will come floating across too. I never asked Elizabeth if she’s taking them with her, and I really want them. I guess that kind of dries up my tears, because when Grandma pops around the corner, out of the back hallway, I am dry as a bone.

“Margaret Ann, I told you not to bother your mama and Elizabeth. They have less than twenty-four hours to get everything packed and ready to go. They do not need you.”

“They might. I haven’t even had chance to ask them.”

“Then don’t bother to speak a word. I have a job for you myself.”



“What is it? Grandma, I really don’t have time …”

“You do indeed have time if I ask you. Now, go downstairs and find some game to play with Paige and Polly. Sallie is trying to iron and cannot take a step without them under her feet.”

“I don’t like to play games,” I say. “Paige and Polly are old enough to play something on their own.”

“And you are old enough to be some help in this house. Your mama has all she can do around here.”

I start to ask Grandma why she doesn’t help Mama if there is so much to do.

Anyway, I’d had about enough of Paige and Polly. That’s what caused me to move in with Grandma in the first place. When they were born, I was given the choice of sharing my bedroom with them while they were crying half the night and spitting up all this terrible milky stuff or listening to Grandma snore.

“Grandma, listen, this is my last afternoon with my sister. I really want to see if I can help her.”

“You can help by doing what I ask you. Now, go downstairs and get the twins from under Sallie’s feet.”

“Grandma …”

“Margaret Ann Motley, you are being disrespectful. I won’t hear another word. Go downstairs to the kitchen this minute and get those children. Take them outdoors and play with them.”



“Play what?”

Grandma’s face is really red, like it gets when she’s mad, and I don’t wait to hear the answer. I run past her, along the back hall to where it meets the stairs and down into the kitchen. But I don’t play a game with the twins. I take them down to the dog pens where Daddy keeps his foxhounds. It doesn’t take long for the three of us to be happy together. If there is anything better than a dog for comfort, I don’t know what it is.

Tommy Gray is invited to supper that night, so we eat in the dining room. But we don’t use Grandma’s best set of china. Grandma’s best china only appears when the preacher comes. We have baked chicken, though, just like on Sundays.

I sit in my usual place beside Daddy, with the twins right next to me. Their eyes bug out whenever Tommy Gray is around, and he’s sitting right across the table. They love him to distraction.

Johnny is on the other side of the twins, and Mama is at the end of the table. At the very last minute she stirred the gravy one final time and ran upstairs to put on her blue silk dress with the lace on the collar. She and Elizabeth are almost exactly the same size. They both have tiny waists you can get your hands around if you extend your thumbs and cheat a little bit. My heart’s wish is that someday I will look like them, but I know it will never happen. On the other hand, a few weeks ago I measured my waist with Elizabeth’s measuring tape, and it was only two inches larger than hers and Mama’s. And when we measured my top—my breasts, I mean—they were the same as Elizabeth’s.

I sneak a look at Grandma across the table. She doesn’t allow talk about breasts or anything like that. I don’t even like to think about it in her presence because Johnny and Elizabeth both have told me Grandma is a mind reader. I believe it.

I look back at Mama and I feel like I can read her mind a little bit too. Her eyes are sad, even though she’s smiling. I guess I’m doing the same thing, because I’m not exactly sure how I feel about the whole situation. I look across the table at Elizabeth. She looks really happy. So why shouldn’t I be? I mean, I really do want that bedroom.

One thing the rest of us don’t have to worry about is making conversation. You can’t get a word in edgewise between Grandma Motley and Tommy Gray. If it hadn’t been for Tommy, I would’ve thought that women talked and men listened. Daddy and Johnny are men of few words. But Tommy loves to talk and he loves to tease everybody, especially me. He starts out with the twins, but I know it will be my turn soon.

“What are you two little lookalike girls going to do without your big sister?” he asks.



There they are with a chance to break into the conversation, and all they can do is snicker behind their fingers. Tommy doesn’t give them a second chance.

“How about you, Grandma Motley?” he says.

“I expect I can manage. After all, it was my idea for the child to go to college in the first place. And I’m the one paying for it. Now, I never had the chance to go to college, but I have spent as much time as possible on reading the Bible and the Progressive Farmer. Because a farm wife is just as important as her husband.”

Tommy keeps opening his mouth at the end of every sentence Grandma speaks, but she talks on and on as Sallie brings in the chicken for Daddy to carve, and Mama and I go to the kitchen to get the bowls of vegetables. Somehow Tommy finds the opportunity to break in, because when we get back, he is talking.

“What do you think about the peanuts over at the Darden place, Mr. Motley?”

“Been too busy to look,” Daddy says, and keeps on carving and passing plates.

“Our corn sure looks good in the home-place fields. Won’t be long before we can start picking. I don’t suppose you want to lend Johnny to us for a few days, do you?” Tommy laughs, so you know he’s making a joke. But Daddy answers him like it’s a serious request.

“Can’t do without that boy,” Daddy says.



Johnny smiles and stuffs his mouth with a big bite of chicken.

“Keep it in mind, Johnny. If you ever need a job, let me know,” Tommy says.

While we’re all laughing at Tommy’s joke, Grandma starts in on her usual speech about how things used to be at harvest time. To hear her tell it, everything, even the weather, was better when my granddaddy was farming this place.

“It’s all these machines,” she keeps saying. “You can have your machines if you want them, but I say it destroys the quality of the crops. The human hand can cut and pick so there is no waste. Now, you take cotton, for instance. We continue to pick cotton by hand and there’s no loss. There’s nothing left in the fields when the hands get finished. But once somebody invents a picker …”

“Now, that’s an idea, Mrs. Motley,” Tommy says. “The man that designs a cotton picker is going to be rich. He won’t need to touch a boll of cotton again in his lifetime. What you think about it, Mr. Motley?”

“I have no doubt it will come one day. But I think Mama’s right about the waste.”

“How about you, Johnny? What do you think?”

I look down the table at Johnny. I know he thinks whatever Daddy thinks. Daddy is a good farmer, and he has taught Johnny about every phase of farming.

“I don’t see any need to change,” Johnny says.



“How about you, Margaret Ann? I heard today Mr. Holland was getting a fancy new tractor. Anything to that rumor? I mean, you ought to know what’s going on over at the Holland place.”

“Maybe,” I say. I can feel myself blushing. I don’t half care, except that I don’t know the answer to the question. It’s no secret about Bobby Holland and me, but the thing is, he should have told me something as important as that. The Holland farm is right next to ours, just up the road a little, and Bobby usually tells me everything that’s going on there.

Before we started school, Bobby and I used to play together nearly every day. When we were in the third grade, I got to be friends with Joyce Darden, and we started talking about girl stuff and what we were going to do when we got older. Joyce said she didn’t want Bobby hanging around with us all the time. So I told him, “Leave me alone, Bobby Holland.” And he did.

Last year, when we were in the sixth grade, suddenly all the girls in our class, even the town girls, wanted him to be their boyfriend. I realized that I did too. I knew what he liked to talk about. Dogs, and hunting, and farming. That was what I knew about too, so we got back together.

“Seems like you don’t want to tell us what’s going on over at the Holland place, Margaret Ann.”

“The child doesn’t know,” Grandma Motley says. “When I was twelve years old, I had my mind on more important things than the boys on the next farm.”

“Is that so, Mrs. Motley? Well, I guess you’re right. It doesn’t pay to think too much about boys. Right, Elizabeth?”

Tommy leans forward so he can see around Grandma.

“I guess not,” Elizabeth says.

Just then Sallie comes in for the plates, and I help her take them to the kitchen where there is a huge chocolate cake in the middle of the table.

“When did you make this, Sallie?” I ask.

“While you were at school. Then I hid it so no little fingers would be picking the frosting off.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“And I wasn’t talking about you. But if you remember, you have two little sisters who would nibble the world if it was set before them.”

“It sure looks like it’s enough for everybody and then some.”

“If we can keep the boys and the twins from eating it all, I thought Elizabeth could take what’s left with her tomorrow. I’ve got the perfect box to put it in.”

Sallie carries the cake and I take the dessert plates to the dining room. We put everything in front of Elizabeth, like it’s her birthday.

“You have to serve it, Elizabeth,” Mama says.



All the time Elizabeth is slicing the cake and passing the plates, Tommy rattles on about stuff like how many people are being hired at the shipyard in Newport News to build battleships for the war in Europe. I close my ears. I don’t want to hear about it. I know Daddy doesn’t either. Daddy fought in World War I—the Great War, he calls it. The only thing I’ve ever heard him say about it is: “If you’ve been there, you can’t talk about it.” Sure enough, he’s looking down at his piece of cake and poking it with his fork.

“I think these people are just crazy,” Grandma says. “Particularly that Hitler. A gun is for providing food for family needs. Anything else and I call it clear evil.”

“I agree with you, Mrs. Motley. A gun is for hunting. But sometimes you have to use it for something else.”

“Just wait till you try it, boy,” Daddy says. “You’ll never want to hear about it again.”

Everybody gets quiet. So quiet we can hear Grandma yawning behind her hand. Grandma’s yawns are a signal, and everybody knows it. The meal is over.

“I don’t think you gentlemen are going to settle a thing here tonight,” she says. “I bet Margaret Ann hasn’t done her homework. And I know Sallie wants to get these dishes washed so she can go home.”

“And I want Tommy and Johnny to bring my trunk downstairs so we won’t have to do it tomorrow,” says Elizabeth.



Grandma stands up and places her napkin an exact inch from the side of her plate.

“Where you going, Grandma?” Tommy asks.

I hold my breath. I keep expecting Tommy to go one step too far one day. But Grandma smiles, not a real smile, but the kind she does when she is too fed up to speak. She nods to everybody at the table, one by one. And then she walks out of the dining room and closes the door behind her.

“I’m sorry, Tommy,” Mama says. “She doesn’t mean anything.”

“Sure she does,” Tommy says. “But I understand. I have a grandma too, you know.”

“You’re kind not to take offense,” Mama tells him.

“Not after a meal as fine as this,” Tommy says. “I sure thank you for having me.”

“You’re welcome anytime, and you know that,” says Mama.

“Yes, ma’am, I do.” Tommy half bows toward Mama and then Daddy, and then Elizabeth. “Okay, let’s go get that trunk. That suits you, eh, Margaret Ann? I hear you’re ready to move in as soon as we get Elizabeth down the stairs.”

“Well,” I say, “if you put it that way, then yes. I mean, if she has to go off to college, then yes, I want her room.”

“Good for you, Margaret Ann,” Tommy says. “Here’s a girl that knows her own mind and doesn’t mind speaking it.”

We all get up from the table, and I slip out of the dining room before anybody can ask me to clear the dishes. Johnny is right behind me.

“Come on, Margaret Ann,” he says. “Let’s go upstairs and clear Elizabeth out of your bedroom.”

When we are halfway up the steps, I look back over my shoulder. Tommy and Elizabeth are standing on the bottom step just kissing away.

“Come on,” I say. “We don’t have time for stuff like that.” “Maybe you don’t,” Tommy says, and goes right back to kissing.

The next morning Mama says I can stay home from school to be with Elizabeth. Tommy Gray had planned to take her to Suffolk to the train station, but his truck broke down and so did one of the Grays’ tractors. Tommy is the only one of the Grays who knows how to repair motors, so Daddy has to drive our truck instead of the car. That means there is room for only three in the cab, and Grandma Motley says she has to go. She says Elizabeth has always been her favorite, and it’s a grandmother’s place to be on the platform to say good-bye to her favorite granddaughter.

As soon as the truck drives out of the yard, Mama goes to her bedroom and I know she’s in there crying. It isn’t that Elizabeth is her favorite. Mama loves all five of us the same. But Elizabeth is the first to leave home and that’s sad to me too. I snuffle for a few minutes, but then I want to get my stuff moved into Elizabeth’s room before Grandma Motley gets back from Suffolk. I don’t ask any questions. I just start moving.

Paige and Polly are standing at Mama’s bedroom door when I get back upstairs.

“Mama, Mama,” they say. First one and then the other.

“Leave Mama alone,” I tell them. “She’s resting.”

“But Polly and I are sad about Elizabeth. We need to talk.”

“Talk to me, then,” I say, though I could have bit my tongue off. If there is one thing I don’t need, it’s the twins. But I’ve issued the invitation, and so they follow me down the hall to Grandma’s bedroom.

“Aren’t you sad, Margaret Ann?” one of them says. I can never tell the difference between the two of them. “Don’t you miss Elizabeth?”

“In a way. But after all, Elizabeth wanted to go to college. It was her decision.”

“Are you sure of that?”

I hesitate. After all, last night at supper Grandma told us it was her idea, but I didn’t think she actually forced Elizabeth to go.

“Look,” I say. “I’m sure Elizabeth wanted to go to college. Now, you two go outside and play while I get moved into my new bedroom.”

“We can help. Please. Please let us.”



“Promise to be careful?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Okay, then, you can take this box of books and I’ll bring the bookcase.”

Off we go down the hall, straining every muscle. We make four trips to get everything, and suddenly I realize we’ve made everything messy. It isn’t pretty anymore.

“Okay, girls. Thank you. You can go play now. I’ve got to clean up.”

“We don’t want to go. We want to play in Elizabeth’s room.”

“It’s not Elizabeth’s room. It’s mine.”

“But she’s coming back, isn’t she?” one of them asks. “What are you going to do when she comes home for Christmas?”

Oh my gosh. I never thought of that. What a dim bulb I am.

“What are you going to do, Margaret Ann?”

“Yes, what are you going to do?”

I look from one of them to the other. They even sound alike.

“Look, Paige,” I say, and she takes a step forward to listen to me. Aha! I know which is which. But I don’t know the answer to their question. Elizabeth had always been peculiar about her bedroom. She didn’t want us in there, night or day. But now it will be different. Maybe.

“You can sleep with us when Elizabeth comes home,” Polly says. “Our bed is big enough for three people.”

“Ah … that’s okay. I’ll just sleep with Elizabeth. But I’ll tell you what. If you go to your room and be quiet until I get settled, I’ll play a game of Uncle Wiggley with you.”

The twins are so happy about playing Uncle Wiggley; it almost makes me ashamed that I never want to play with them. And that it is so easy to trick my way out of it. Then I wonder what I am going to do when they get old enough to realize I don’t know them apart. Maybe by that time they won’t wear matching dresses and have their hair cut just alike.

Actually, if I wasn’t twice as tall as the twins, people might not have been able to tell the three of us apart. Until a couple of years ago, Mama had cut our hair just alike. Kind of square around our heads with bangs halfway down our foreheads. Now I insist on growing my hair long like Elizabeth’s, and I roll it up on rags every night so it curls. But we all three have brown eyes and a nose just like Daddy’s. Kinda short and pudgy.

Elizabeth’s nose is like Mama’s, thin and delicate, and everybody says the two of them are beautiful. My brother, Johnny, looks like Mama too, except for being a boy. The girls at church all tell me how handsome he is. They ask me all these strange questions, such as what he likes to eat and what kind of shaving cream he uses. Crazy stuff. I usually tell Johnny what they say, but it doesn’t matter to him.



• • •

As soon as the twins leave, I start to work. I hang my dresses in the closet, and actually they don’t take up much more than the five inches Grandma had allotted me. I put my shoebox on the shelf, and then I put my Sunday hat into a hatbox Elizabeth left behind.

I have four dresser drawers all to myself, so I use one for underwear and one for socks and my one pair of hose. Then I put scarves and my handkerchief box in another drawer. That leaves one drawer perfectly empty. I decide I’ll have to think about what to put there later.

After I arrange every book in its place in the bookshelf, I have to face the fact that there is nothing else to do.

“Girls,” I call. “Come see my new room.”

They come running down the hall and jump through the door together.

“Is it pretty?” I ask.

They stand silently, staring around the room and then at each other.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s okay,” one of them says.

“What do you mean, ‘okay’? It’s beautiful.”

“But not like Elizabeth had it.”

I look around me.

“Maybe not, but it’s like me. It’s like I want it.”

“It’s okay, then, if you want it to look like you.”



I stare at the girls, from one to the other, trying to think of an answer. There isn’t one. “Well, I like it,” is all I can think to say.

“So do we.”

“Now let’s play like you promised.”

“After you have insulted me and my bedroom? You expect me to play with you?”

“Oh, but we love it. That’s what we meant. It’s more like a real place now that we can go to.”

“We always felt like Elizabeth would get mad if we came inside her room. But we’ll visit you, Margaret Ann.”

You’ve never seen such smiles as they had on their faces. Later on I’ll lay down the rules about visiting my bedroom.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s get this game started.”

We play Uncle Wiggley for what seems like hours, but finally Daddy drives in with the truck. Shortly after that we hear Grandma’s voice.

“Margaret Ann. Margaret Ann.”

She continues to call all the way up the back stairs. She must have stopped off at her bedroom, though, because everything gets quiet. Then Mama’s bedroom door opens and I can hear Grandma talking to her.

“Yes, Elizabeth got off. There were no problems. And I see Margaret Ann has wasted no time moving into Elizabeth’s bedroom.”



Mama says something I can’t quite hear and then Grandma says, “You better watch that girl.” How she thinks anyone can watch me more than she already does is beyond anything I can imagine.

The very second we hear the tractor driving in from the field, I jump to my feet.

“Let’s go see Johnny,” I say.

“But we haven’t finished our game.” I don’t know if it’s Paige or Polly.

“Look, you wouldn’t want to disappoint Johnny, would you?” I ask.

“No. Oh, no.”

“We would never disappoint Johnny.”

All of us girls love Johnny to distraction. Maybe it’s because there is only one of him and four of us. We leave the game on the floor and run for the back stairs. When we get to the tractor shed, Johnny is climbing down from the tractor, beating the dust off his pants with his hat. He hugs Paige and Polly.

“How’s my pretty girls?” he asks, and then he looks at me. “Elizabeth get off all right?”

“Grandma said there was no problem, so I guess that means she’s okay.”

Johnny looks down at his wristwatch.

“She ought to be there. Wasn’t it five o’clock she was getting to Farmville?”



“I think so.”

“Well, it’s six-thirty now. I guess she’s all settled in her dormitory.”

“Maybe she’s eating her supper,” one of the twins says.

“I’m ready to eat mine too,” Johnny says. “What’s Sallie cooking tonight?”

“I have no idea. I’ve been moving my stuff to my new bedroom.”

“You didn’t waste any time, did you?”

“Would you?” I ask.

Johnny laughs and hugs me so tight I nearly leave the ground.

“No, Margaret Ann, I wouldn’t have waited another night. Reckon you can sleep, though, with no snoring?”

“I’ll let you know in the morning.”

That night when I go to bed, I don’t even want to sleep. Elizabeth’s pillows are so comfortable. And the sheets are smooth. I turn my chin from side to side on the top hemline and feel the stitches where she embroidered her initials. E.E.M. Emily Elizabeth Motley.

I stretch out my hand and pat the other side of the bed. No Grandma Motley. I roll over into the middle and stretch my legs. Back and forth. Only then the sheets aren’t so smooth anymore, so I stop and lie real still.

For the first time in years I can actually hear something besides snoring. People who live in town think the country is so quiet at night. But there’s lots to hear if you know what to listen for. If there’s any breeze at all, you hear the trees. Sometimes they whisper, but if a storm is coming up, they sound almost like they’re roaring.

And in the summer you can hear birds. Particularly owls. Elizabeth never liked hearing owls. Somebody told her if you tied a knot in the bedsheet they would quiet down. Sometimes it works; sometimes it doesn’t. I guess that means owls do what they want to.

I turn my face toward the door and listen. I hear Grandma Motley snoring, but it’s a long way off. There is no sound at all coming from Johnny’s bedroom, which is right next to Elizabeth’s—I mean mine. I turn back the other way, and I don’t hear Grandma anymore.

I remember one day a few years back—I must have been eight or nine years old—I asked Grandma about why she snored.

“Women do not snore, Margaret Ann,” she said. “It’s your daddy who is doing all the snoring. I think it’s all the dust they breathe in the fields. I expect Johnny to start snoring any day now. None of us will be able to sleep a wink with two men in the house snoring.”

I used to believe that about men snoring. I remember one day I asked Bobby Holland if he snored and he looked at me like I had lost my mind.



“No, I don’t snore,” he said. “Do you?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why do you think I do?”

“Because Grandma says men snore because of all the dust they breathe in the fields.”

He got to laughing so hard I just walked off and wouldn’t have anything to do with him for a week.

But I still wonder if Bobby Holland snores, even a little bit. Because I know Daddy does. And every now and then I hear Johnny give a snort or two when he drops off to sleep in the living room listening to the radio. Daddy and Johnny work really hard. And so does Bobby Holland. I think all three of them are truly happy working in the field. Which is good, because all three of them will be in the fields now till dark, harvesting.

Some farmers with as many men working for them … and as much land as Daddy has … don’t work at all. My uncle Waverly Saunders doesn’t…. He dresses up every day like it’s Sunday … drives to town … goes visiting with his wife, my aunt Janice…. I close my eyes and drift off.






Back to Grandma’s

[image: image]

Elizabeth’s bedroom is all I ever hoped for. Beautiful curtains. And pillows. And the white organdy dressing table skirt. I actually use the dressing table as a desk to do my homework on. It is so great not to have to use the dining room table anymore. And it doesn’t hurt that I can look at myself in the mirror from time to time while I’m studying. I’ve asked Mama to buy me some bobby pins, and she says she will. That’s what most of the girls at school use to curl their hair. I can keep them in the little candy box Elizabeth left in a dresser drawer. That way the twins will never find them. Then again …

Speaking of the twins reminds me of the best thing about this room: the doorknob. I can twist it closed, all the time explaining the rules to Paige and Polly, just like Elizabeth used to do to me.

“You are never to cross this threshold without my permission. Is that clear? Whether I am at school or at home, you must never enter without my permission. Okay?”

I’m not completely sure the twins will stay out while I’m at school, but I do think they will clean up any messes they make. That’s what I used to do when I was little.

So one day I go smiling off to school with something new to tell Joyce Darden. Mama says I can invite her to spend the night on the third Friday in October. And Johnny says he’ll take us to Smithfield to the movie, and Bobby Holland can go too. Things are really great.

On Tuesday of the very week in October that Joyce is supposed to spend the night, everybody but Daddy gets a real surprise. For Grandma Motley and me, I think you can call it a shock. I step inside the pantry to find an apple to put in my lunch box, and I hear Daddy telling Grandma that my aunt Mary Lee Liveley is coming to visit. That might sound like a simple thing, but it isn’t. In the first place, I’m not sure I had ever really believed there is such a person as Aunt Mary Lee Liveley. Not even when Elizabeth was whispering the whole story to me a year or so ago. Nobody ever speaks her name in front of Grandma. And since you never knew when Grandma is going to pop up, no one ever speaks the name Mary Lee Liveley at all.

So when Daddy tells her, Grandma gets real quiet for a minute, and I do too. I can’t imagine what Grandma looks like, sitting quiet at the kitchen table. It happens so seldom. I’m barely breathing because I don’t want Grandma and Daddy to hear me and realize I’m standing no more than ten steps away in the pantry.

“John Motley,” Grandma says after the longest time, “I will not have it. She made her decision fifteen years ago and she can stick to it.”

“Now, Mama, look here. This war in Europe has changed everything. Surely you wouldn’t want her to stay in England.”

“She’s not in England. Don’t think because I’m getting along in years that I’ve lost my eyesight or my brains, either one. I read the newspaper. I know how they’ve been sending children out of England for somebody to have to take care of in Canada. I know some of the mothers have come too. Besides which, I have seen those letters you hide in your desk drawer. She and that child of hers came to Canada near about a year ago.”

“Not that long …,” Daddy tries to say.

Without making a sound, I look around the pantry door. And, just as I thought, there sit Daddy and Grandma staring at each other across the kitchen table. Exactly where I left them.

“Why can’t she stay in Canada?” Grandma says, her eyes blazing.

I pull my head back quickly just as Daddy answers.

“Because I wrote her and asked her to come home. It’s not some stranger’s place to look after my sister. I want her here.”

“Well, I don’t. You know how Mary Lee is. She’ll only make more work for Emily Ruth.”

“Emily Ruth doesn’t mind. She’s more than glad to have her.”

“We don’t have room for her. Where would she and the child sleep?”

“Emily Ruth says they can sleep in Elizabeth’s room. That used to be Mary Lee’s bedroom when she was a girl.”

I can’t help myself. I whistle through my clenched teeth. What is Daddy saying? And Mama—giving away my bedroom without even asking me one word about it.

“I have spoken, John,” Grandma is saying. “There’s no more to be said. You can write her and tell her not to come.”

“It’s too late for that, Mama. She will be here this afternoon on the train. I thought you might like to ride to Suffolk with me to pick them up.”

“This afternoon? Indeed. I refuse to go.”

“Then maybe you can look after things, and Emily Ruth can ride with me.”

“John Motley, I don’t think you have been listening to me. I said she isn’t to come here.”

“And I said she is, Mama.”

I can hear Daddy’s chair scraping back. He must be getting up from the table. And Grandma doesn’t say one word. Daddy just keeps right on talking.

“I am going to Suffolk to meet the three o’clock train. And I will be bringing my sister and your granddaughter home with me. And they will sleep in the front bedroom until this war is over and she can go back to England to her husband.”

Still Grandma doesn’t say a word. I hear her chair scrape too, and then I hear her heels click across the linoleum floor. I wait, holding tight to my apple. Then I hear Daddy walking to the back door. I hear the door open and shut. But neither of them says another word.
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