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In loving memory of my grandmother,
Gene Starr Craig

For my students in New Mexico, Florida, Virginia, and
Louisiana: There are a few of you whose needs I didn’t
fully understand and others I could have done better by.
This story is for you.
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      I won’t go.




      “It’s for the best,” Ma says,

      yanking to braid my hair,

      trying to make something of what’s left.




      Ma and Pa want me to leave

      and live with strangers.




      I won’t go.
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      “It’s for the best,

      you packing up and moving

      to the Oblingers’ soddy.”

      Ma’s brush tugs.

      My eyes sting.




      For the best,

      like when the Wright baby died,

      not three weeks old—

      one less child to clothe.




      After all,

      I cook some,

      collect fuel,

      mend,

      tote water,

      hoe,

      wash,

      pretty braid or not.




      Why not Hiram? I think,

      but I already know:

      boys are necessary.




      “You’ll bring in some extra money,” Ma says.

      “We’ll get you home by Christmas.”

      A wisp of hair escapes her grasp,

      encircling my cheek.




      For the best,

      one less child to clothe.
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      Before Ma ties my ribbon,

      I push outside and run.

      My feet pound out

      I won’t go

      I won’t go

      I won’t go.




      My braid spills loose.

      The short pieces hang about one ear.

      Hiram—

      the hunk of hair he cut

      because I dared him to.

      He got his lashing

      like we knew he would,

      his smile full of pride.

      Why didn’t he cut it all?

      Then maybe,

      like Samson in the Bible,

      I’d be useless too.
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      I stop when home is nothing more

      than a mound on the windswept plain.

      Like a prairie hen I settle down

      until I can’t be seen,

      breathing comfort from grass and soil.

      I listen for silence,

      but there’s no room for it.

      My mind’s too full.

      Ma and Pa want me to leave

      and live with strangers.




      Around my finger

      I twist a blade of grass.

      It’s what I’ve always wanted,

      to contribute,

      but not this way.

      If I leave,

      schooling is as good as finished.

      Come Christmas I’ll be home

      but even farther

      behind.




      In three more years

      I’ll be old enough.

      In three more years

      maybe

      I’ll be able to teach.




      I grab a fistful of shorn hair.

      I am no better than Samson

      once that Delilah cut his hair,

      once his strength was gone.

      Powerless.

      Defeated.




      Mavis Elizabeth Betterly

      May Betts

      May B.
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      Somehow Hiram spots me.

      “What’re you hiding for?” he asks.

      I stand up and punch him on the arm,

      for cutting my hair,

      for being a boy,

      for reading strong,

      easy as you please.

      I punch him again.




      Hiram rubs his shoulder,

      then hooks his arm through mine.

      “Ma asked me to fetch you.

      Suppertime.”
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      Our soddy’s dark and smells like the prairie

      with its freshness stolen away.

      Ma’s laid the table;

      Pa’s boots are near the door.




      I tuck my hair behind my ears

      and sit down with Hiram.

      “Ma told you?” Pa asks

      straight after grace.

      “Better pack tonight.”




      I nod,

      stare down at the chicken fixings

      (no everyday salt pork tonight).

      Ma’s even set out tinned peaches.




      “The homestead’s fifteen miles west of here,” Pa says.

      “The bride’s not settled,

      got here after Oblinger built his soddy.”

      Pa looks at me.

      “She’s missing home.”




      Won’t I miss home?

      Ma touches my hand.

      “It’s just till Christmas, May.”




      I push away,

      my peaches left untouched.
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      Once the table’s cleared and Hiram’s out with Pa,

      Ma opens her hope chest.

      She unfolds her finest pillowcase

      and slips my Sunday dress inside.

      She adds her old calico,

      worn a yellow-brown,

      and a chemise

      made by her own ma.




      “You’ll need some shoes.”

      Ma pulls out boots I rarely see,

      dainty and ladylike.

      I’m to leave Hiram’s old pair for her.




      Three dresses,

      counting my work dress.

      Ma’s chemise,

      along with my own.

      Two sets of stockings.

      Two pairs of bloomers.

      Two aprons.

      My coat.

      Woolen mittens.

      New shoes.

      I pull the crate from under my bed,

      taking my reader and my slate.




      Ma sighs. “Ain’t no way you’ll keep up

      with the rest.”

      “I know,” I say.




      I catch what’s not said:

      it’s foolishness to keep pretending.

      What sort of teacher can’t read out lessons?




      Maybe May B. can

      Maybe May B. can’t
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      I remember when we first came

      what Pa used to say.

      “Hiram and you are as young as Kansas.

      As fresh to life

      as the Prairie State.”




      Those traveling weeks we watched the sky

      from the wagon

      or walking beside it,

      hoping to be the first to spy

      the distant place where

      the ground and air connect.

      This became our game,

      Hiram’s and mine,

      and once on our land,

      farther west than ever before,

      we stood

      on the gentle rise

      where the coneflowers and wild mustard bloom.

      Wind cutting my eyes,

      I searched for

      that place where land touches sky.
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