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1

We hadn’t lived in the house on McDowell Street for even a week when we found a stranger on the porch, reading the morning paper. Wally saw her first, since it was his job to fetch the newspaper from the low-lying branches of the blue spruce, where the paper boy always tossed it. I was in the kitchen setting the table, and from there I could see Wally – tall and lanky and bare-chested in the summer heat – move down the hall toward the front door. He was grumbling about the rain as the soles of his feet slapped against the hardwood floor. He reached for the doorknob, then stopped abruptly. In the next moment he hollered back toward the kitchen, “Mom, there’s an old lady out on the porch.”

Mom was frying bacon at the stove. She jabbed at the sizzling pan with a spatula and hollered back, “What’s she want? Is she selling something?”

“I don’t think so,” Wally said. “She’s just sitting there reading the paper.”

“Our paper?”

“Well, yeah. I think it’s our paper.”

“What now?” Mom muttered as she moved the frying pan off the burner and untied her apron. When she turned around, I saw the flash of fear in her eyes. It was a look I was used to; it showed up on Mom’s face whenever she didn’t know what was coming next, which happened a lot in our old house in Minnesota. But not because of strangers.

Mom laid the apron over a chair, smoothed back her blond hair, and ran the palms of her hands over the wrinkles in her housedress. At the same time she tried to smooth the wrinkles in her brow enough to look confident. I followed her from the kitchen to the front door, where Wally stood so close to the window the tip of his nose touched the glass. “Can you believe it?” he said quietly. “She’s just sitting there like she owns the place or something.”

Mom raised one hand to her lips in quiet hesitation. Meanwhile, I slipped to the living room window and peered out from behind the curtain, finding myself only inches from our uninvited guest. At first glance she was one huge floral-print dress straining the straps of the folding lawn chair on the porch. Her legs were propped up on the railing, and her bulky black tie shoes dangled like dead weight over the lilac bush below. I couldn’t see much of her face, just a small slice of fleshy cheek and the bulbous end of a generous nose, a pair of gray-rimmed glasses and a mass of white hair knotted at the back of her head. She was reading the Sunday comics, and something must have tickled her because she laughed out loud.

That howl of glee sent enough of a jolt through Mom to get her going. She gently pulled Wally away from the door and swung it open. She pushed open the screen door and stepped outside. I saw the old woman’s head bob once, as though to acknowledge Mom’s presence.

“Can I help you?” Mom asked. Her voice was strained, the way it sounded when she was trying not to yell at one of us kids. She waited a few seconds. Then, a little more exasperated, she repeated, “Can I help you with something?”

The stranger folded the paper and settled it in her lap. “No, dear, I don’t think so.” The corner of her mouth turned up in a small smile. “But thank you just the same.”

Mom stiffened at that, and all her features seemed to move toward the center of her face. “Well,” she said, “may I ask what you’re doing on my porch?”

“Just sitting awhile,” the old woman said, as though she’d been found passing the time of day on a public bench. “Anyway,” she went on, “it’s not your porch. It’s mine.”

“Uh-oh,” Wally whispered in my direction. “She’s one of those crazies. You’d better go keep an eye on Valerie.”

But I didn’t want to go keep an eye on Valerie. I wanted to stay right where I was and watch Mom talk with the crazy lady.

Mom looked off toward the street like she was hoping someone would walk by and help her, but it was early Sunday morning and the streets were quiet, save for one lone soot-colored cat slinking along the sidewalk in the misty rain.

Finally Mom turned back to the stranger and said, “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave, and if you don’t, I will call the police.”

The old lady pulled her feet off the railing, and I thought maybe she was going to stand up and leave, but she didn’t. Instead, she said quietly, “Well now, I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

“You don’t give me any choice. You’re trespassing on private property.”

“I might say the same for you.”

Mom’s eyes widened. “What do you mean by that?”

“The law might say you own this house, but it’ll always be mine.”

“Mom,” Wally hollered though the screen, “you want me to call the cops?”

Mom latched her hands together at her waist and squeezed her fingers together. “Not yet, Wally. Just hold on.” To the woman, she said, “I want to give you the chance to leave peacefully.”

The old woman wasn’t looking at Mom anymore. Now she was looking out at the street, but I had the feeling she wasn’t seeing the street but something else altogether.

When she spoke, her voice was low and even. “My husband built this house for me in 1917. Built it with his own hands. And you see these two hands here?”

The woman held up her hands, large as any man’s. Mom nodded reluctantly.

“These hands helped him. I laid flooring, plastered tile, painted the rooms, hung wallpaper. We built this place together, Ross and I.”

A small muscle worked in Mom’s jaw. “I see.”

“I came here as a bride, twenty years old. Had my babies here. Lived here all my married life. Watched my husband die in our bedroom upstairs.”

“Oh, great,” Wally said, glancing at me. “Some old guy croaked upstairs.”

Though he said it loud enough for the woman to hear, she ignored him and kept on talking. “My heart is in every piece of wood and every nail. For that matter, so is my sweat. I believe they call that sweat equity. There’s so much of me in this house, you’ll never get it out. You might live here now, but this house – it’ll always belong to me.”

Mom was chewing her lower lip by now, and her eyes were small. Her knuckles had turned white because she was squeezing her hands together so hard. I knew exactly what she was thinking. I knew she was thinking about our old life in Minneapolis and how this place in Mills River, Illinois, was our new life, and she may have even been thinking of those words she said to me that first night after we moved in: “We’re safe now, Roz. We don’t have to be afraid anymore.” She had worked and planned for a long time, until finally, with the help of her father, Grandpa Lehman, she’d got us out of Minnesota and away from Daddy. And now, only days into our new life, some crazy woman showed up making trouble.

“I lived here fifty years,” she went on. “Fifty years this place was mine until I slipped on some ice last January and broke my hip. I landed in the hospital, and while I was down and out, the boys saw their chance. Maybe not Lyle so much, but Johnny and Paul . . .” 

She shook her head. “Those rascals saw their chance. I told Ross to leave the house to me alone and not divide it up four ways between me and the boys, because I knew what they’d do with it eventually. Soon as Ross died they started talking about selling the place, saying I shouldn’t be living here by myself. My falling on the ice seemed to prove their point, and from the hospital I was taken to – ”

Her sentence hung unfinished as she pulled herself up from the chair. The newspaper dropped from her lap to the porch. Both she and Mom stared out at the street as a Pontiac station wagon – brown with a white roof, wings reaching back toward the taillights – coasted up to the front of the house and parked. A short stocky man in a raincoat and fedora stepped out of the car and made his way up the sidewalk. “I thought I’d find you here, Mother,” he said, approaching the porch steps.

“What’d you expect, Johnny?” She drew herself up straighter and lifted her chin. “This is my home. Where else should I be?”

“This isn’t your home anymore,” he said, coming right up onto the porch. He looked at Mom and took off his wet hat in a gesture of respect. “Beg your pardon, ma’am,” he said. “I’m very sorry about this. I’ve come to take Mother back to the home.”

“The home?” Mom asked.

“St. Claire’s Home for the Aged.”

“I’m sorry, I – We’re new in town. I – ”

“I don’t belong in any nursing home,” the old woman yelled, taking a step backward. “My hip has healed, and I’m as strong as I’ve ever been.”

The man held out his hand. “Now, Mother – ”

“You defied me, Johnny Monroe. My last wish was to die in this house – ”

“Now, Mother, don’t make trouble. We did what we thought was best – ”

“And I aim to die in this house, whether you like it or not!”

“Oh, great,” Wally said again with another glance at me. I shivered.

The man turned back to Mom. “I’m very sorry,” he repeated. “I’ll see to it this doesn’t happen again. Come on, Mother. Let’s go without making a scene.”

“No one was making a scene until you came along,” the old woman said.

Mom stepped to the door and nodded toward me. “Roz, go get Valerie out of her crib. Take her to the kitchen and give her some cereal.”

For the first time I realized Valerie was crying and had probably been crying for several minutes. But I didn’t go to her. I couldn’t take my eyes off the old woman and her son. One moment they were exchanging heated words and the next he had his arm around her shoulder and she was allowing him to lead her toward the porch steps.

Mom, to my surprise, unlaced her fingers and laid one hand gently on the old woman’s arm. “Wait,” she said.

The two strangers stopped and looked at Mom expectantly. “I – ”

Mom shook her head. She looked flustered. “What’s your name?”

The old woman’s eyes seemed to travel all over Mom’s face, looking for a place to rest. Finally she said, “My name is Tillie Monroe.” She said it with dignity, as though the name itself commanded respect.

Mom nodded slightly. “Well, Mrs. Monroe, I-I’m very sorry. Really I am.”

For a moment no one spoke. The old woman’s lips trembled, but she didn’t have any words for Mom in response. Then Johnny Monroe lifted his hat once again, bid Mom a good day, and led Tillie Monroe down the steps.

Mom, Wally, and I watched as the two of them walked together in the drizzling rain toward the car.

Mom stepped into the house, shut the door, and locked it. She looked at Wally and then at me. For some reason Valerie had stopped crying, and the house was quiet. “Well,” Mom said, “it’s a shame, but I’m sure her children knew what they were doing when they put her in the home. I don’t think this will happen again. Let’s go eat breakfast. Roz, go get Val up and get her ready to eat.”

Wally looked out the window. “You still want the paper, Mom?” From where we stood, we could see that a gust of wind had picked it up and scattered it in wet clumps across the yard.

“I guess we can do without the paper today,” she said. “Never much good news anyway, is there?” She offered Wally a tiny smile and moved down the hall to the kitchen.

I lingered a moment and watched as the station wagon pulled away from the curb. The strange woman’s profile was framed in the passenger window, and for a moment I almost felt sorry for the old lady who was being hauled back to the home against her will. It seemed a sad way to finish up a life.

“Roz,” Mom called from the kitchen, “I’m waiting on you to get Valerie. Breakfast is ready.”

“Can you believe our luck?” Wally said as he ambled down the hallway, his fists thrust deep in the pockets of his shorts. “We move into the one house in town where some crazy old lady wants to come and die.”

“Never mind, Wally,” Mom said. “She’s gone now, and I’m sure the nursing home will take extra precautions so she doesn’t get out again.”

Extra precautions or no, I had a feeling we hadn’t seen the last of Tillie Monroe.
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The next morning the sun shone brightly, and Mom was in a rare good mood, humming as she stirred the oatmeal. I put Valerie in her high chair and was tying a bib around her neck while Wally, still in his pajamas, stumbled to the refrigerator and took a long swig of milk straight from the bottle.

“I’ve asked you not to do that, Wally,” Mom said. “Now, go put some clothes on and run outside and get the paper.”

Without a word my brother went back upstairs and came down wearing shorts and a T-shirt. “Do you think she’s out there?” he called from the hall.

“Let’s hope not,” Mom said.

But a moment later Wally’s voice reached us from the front door. “Mom, you’re not going to believe it.”

He didn’t have to tell us; we knew from the tone of his voice. Mom moved down the hall, looked out at the porch, and sighed. Putting a hand on her hip, she opened the door and said to Tillie Monroe, “Well, as long as you’re here, you might as well come in and have a cup of coffee.”

Tillie stood up and nodded. “Now you’re talking.”

She didn’t need to be shown the way to the kitchen; she strode right to it, her great legs scissoring down the uncarpeted hall, Mom and Wally following behind. I saw her coming like a tank rolling into a surrendered city, and I put one hand on Valerie’s shoulder protectively. With her big black shoes pounding against the kitchen’s linoleum floor, she marched to the table, pulled out a chair, and sat her ample self down with a grunt.

She had the morning paper in one hand, which she dropped on the table, front page up. “Westmoreland is asking for a hundred thousand more troops,” she exclaimed. “Can you believe it? He says we’re winning the war in Vietnam, as though any sane person is going to believe that.”

I stared at her wide-eyed, uncertain who she was talking to but fairly certain it wasn’t me. In fact, she didn’t seem to notice I was there. Instead, she locked on to Wally with a grave stare. “How old are you, boy?” she asked.

Wally hesitated, and his eyes narrowed. Finally he muttered, “Seventeen.”

“There’s still time, then. You got any relatives in Canada?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Shame,” Tillie said, clicking her tongue. “They’ll call you up and ship you out – ”

“I’ll enlist before they ever call me up,” Wally interrupted. “I can’t wait to go.”

“Merciful heavens!” Tillie Monroe cried, slapping the newspaper with an open hand. “Are you out of your young mind? We had no business getting involved in this pathetic excuse for a war in the first place.”

Across the kitchen, Mom looked stricken. She had poured two cups of coffee from the percolator and was carrying them on saucers to the table. She placed one cup in front of our guest.

“Let’s not talk about the war right now,” she said as she sat. “Do you take sugar and cream, Mrs. Monroe?”

Tillie Monroe nodded and accepted the sugar bowl and creamer that Mom slid toward her. “Thank you kindly, Mrs. . . .” She looked at Mom and cocked her head. “I don’t guess we’ve properly introduced ourselves. You know my name, but you haven’t told me yours.”

Mom took a sip of coffee and settled the cup back in the saucer. I could tell from the look on her face she was sorry she’d invited the woman in. She watched as Tillie Monroe added three spoonfuls of sugar to her coffee and enough cream to fill her cup right up to the lip and then some. When she stirred the coffee, it splashed over into the saucer.

Mom shook her head, sighed quietly, then said, “I’m Janis Anthony, and these are my children – ”

“The boy’s named Wally, right?” Tillie Monroe interrupted, still making waves in the coffee cup.

“Why, yes – ”

“I heard you call him by that name yesterday.” She seemed then to finally realize I was in the room. By then I had dished up a bowl of oatmeal for Valerie and another one for myself. I’d taken the seat at the table on the other side of her, opposite Mom. Wally was eating his cereal standing up, leaning against the counter. In my peripheral vision I saw Tillie’s round face turn to me, and I suddenly felt myself caught in the crosshairs of some great machine gun. “And what’s your name, little girl?” she asked.

The spoon in my hand came to a dead stop two inches from my open mouth. A distinct dislike for this intruder snaked its way up from the soles of my feet and into every nook and cranny of my body. I resented being called a little girl. Valerie at two was a little girl. I was eleven. Already I was shedding my little girl appearance and was proud of that fact. Every night and every morning I brushed my long wheat-colored hair until it shone, and whenever Mom was out of the house, I snuck into her bathroom to experiment with her makeup. Back in Minnesota Eddie Arrington had told me I was pretty, and I’d dared to dream that maybe someday he and I would end up dating, but our move to Mills River had put a swift end to any thoughts of Eddie.

As my oatmeal-laden spoon descended in retreat toward the bowl and my eyes rolled left toward Tillie, the old woman was already attacking me with a barrage of questions. “Well?” she asked. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

“Tell her your name, honey,” Mom urged impatiently.

“My name,” I said slowly, “is Roz.”

“Ross?” she sputtered. “That was my husband’s name. Ross Monroe. What kind of name is that for a little girl?”

Wally choked on some oatmeal, trying not to laugh, and that made me even angrier. Speaking even more slowly, as though to someone stupid, I said, “It’s not Ross. It’s Rozzzz.” I drew out the z for so long I sounded like a bumblebee in flight. When I stopped buzzing, I added, “With a z. It’s short for Rosalind.”

She looked at me a moment, her blue eyes staring out from behind those gray horn-rimmed glasses. She seemed to be deep in thought. Then she asked, “You spell Rosalind with a z?”

“No.” I shook my head. “With an s.”

“Then why do you spell Roz with a z?”

An unmistakable sensation of heat moved up my neck and fanned out across my cheeks. In my mind I was picturing Tillie Monroe with oatmeal splashed across her floral print dress, and Mom must have somehow seen the image projected on my face, because she stood abruptly and said, “Can I pour you some more coffee, Mrs. Monroe?”

Mom’s question managed to pull the old woman’s attention away from me and on to more pressing issues. “Yes, please,” she said, lifting her cup to Mom. “And a bowl of oatmeal too, if you don’t mind. Heavy on the brown sugar, with a dab of butter and cream.”

Mom, with a barely concealed lift of her brows, moved away from the table to fill Tillie’s order. Tillie sat back in her chair and let off a sigh of satisfaction. She opened the napkin at her place and laid it across her lap, then looked around the room and asked, “So where’s the mister?”

Mom lurched stiffly at the question, as though she’d been slapped across the shoulder blades with a broom handle. Before she could answer, Wally spoke up. “There is no mister. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Now, Wally – ” Mom started.

Tillie interrupted with a wave of her hand. “Say no more,” she said. “The boy’s right. Whatever happened between you and the former man of the house is not my business.”

The room became quiet. Valerie had finished her oatmeal and was getting fidgety, so I took her out of the high chair and settled her in my lap. She leaned her head against my shoulder and stuck her thumb into her mouth. We were trying to break her of the habit, but I figured if it kept her quiet, she could go ahead and suck her thumb for now.

Mom came back to the table with the bowl of oatmeal and the second cup of coffee. Tillie nodded. She looked around the room again, taking in each of us one at a time. “Well, if anyone has to live in my house, it might as well be nice folks like you.”

Wally crossed his arms. “It’s not your house anymore.”

“Wally – ”

“Well, it isn’t, Mom. She can’t come barging in here like she owns the place, ordering you around and – ”

“Wally, please – ”

Tillie lifted a hand again, the conversational traffic cop. “Young man, I know how you feel – ”

“No you don’t – ”

“You think I’m some demented old lady who can’t accept the fact that her home has been sold.”

“Well, yeah – ”

“Sold right out from under her by her own sons – ”

“Now, Mrs. Monroe,” Mom broke in, “we had no idea. I mean, the house was vacant. It was on the market.”

“Of course it was. But against my wishes. I wanted to die in this house, and obviously, I’m not dead yet.”

“Nevertheless, Mrs. Monroe, the house has been sold. To me. I am the legal owner now.”

“But, you see, there’s only this one more thing I have to do. Only one. And it won’t be long now. I can promise you that.”

Tillie Monroe and Mom stared at each other for what seemed a long time. Tillie’s gaze was one of determined pleading; Mom’s, complete bewilderment. Finally Mom asked, “How can you say such a thing?”

“I have one foot over there already, and this is my jumping-off spot. I want to go straight from here to heaven.”

Mom opened her mouth to speak, but before she could say anything, the doorbell rang.

“That would be Johnny,” Tillie announced. She turned slightly in her chair and hollered over her shoulder, “Come on in, Johnny. We’re having breakfast. You might as well join us for a cup of coffee.”

The same exasperated little man who came for his mother the day before now let himself into the house and hurried down the hall. Amid a hail of oaths, he entered the kitchen, begged Mom’s pardon for the intrusion and the swearing, and proceeded to berate his mother for once again escaping the confines of St. Claire’s Home for the Aged. For the first time I understood the saying “spitting mad,” as I watched tiny drops of spittle fly from his mouth and rain down like missiles over Tillie’s head.

“Now, Johnny, calm yourself,” Tillie demanded. “You’re ruining my breakfast.”

Mom stood. “Can I get you a cup of coffee, Mr. Monroe?”

Flustered, Mr. Monroe shook his head. “I’m already late for work. Mother, come on. We’re going now.”

Tillie’s eyebrows hung low over her eyes. “But I haven’t finished my oatmeal, and I’m hungry.”

“Why don’t you let her finish,” Mom suggested, “while I pour you a cup of coffee?”

The man loosened his tie and took a deep breath. He looked at his mother and back at Mom. “Oh, all right.” Holding out a hand, he added, “I’m John Monroe, by the way. I’m very glad to meet you.”

Mom shook his hand. “Janis Anthony. Please, have a seat.”

“Thank you,” he said, taking the seat Mom had just vacated. “I’m really very sorry about all this. Very sorry.”

“Can it, Johnny,” Tillie muttered as she shoveled oatmeal into her mouth. Temporarily depositing the cereal into one cheek, she said, “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I’m just taking care of business. I’m sure Mrs. Anthony can understand that.”

“Well, I – ” Mom started, but John Monroe interrupted.

“Mother, you can finish your oatmeal, but this is the last time you’re setting foot in this house.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“But that’s just it, Mother. You don’t have anything to say about it.”

“And that’s what’s always been the matter with you, Johnny. You’re not like your father at all. You’ve always had to have the last word.”

“Now, you know I only want what’s best for you.”

“Hogwash, Johnny. You wanted to get your share of the money out of this house, and you know it.”

“Mother, I – ”

“Cream and sugar, Mr. Monroe?”

“Yes, thank you, Mrs. Anthony.”

“All I ever wanted was just to be allowed to finish up here.” Tillie Monroe had both her hands clenched into fists on the tabletop. The one hand clutched her spoon like a flag on a rampart. “This is where my heart is, Johnny. And there’s so little time left. It’s really not too much to ask, is it?”

I was surprised to see tears in her eyes. Mom turned toward the sink, and Wally looked down at his feet. A sense of awkwardness hung in the air, as though a scene were being played out that we weren’t supposed to be watching. To my chagrin Valerie chose that moment to pull her thumb out of her mouth and laugh.

Tillie looked at her and smiled. She laid a solid old hand on Valerie’s head and stroked her hair. “That’s right, honey,” she said. “No use crying when you can just as well laugh.”

With that, she finished the last few bites of her oatmeal and left the house without another word.
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Grandpa Lehman and his wife, Marie, lived four blocks away in an old Victorian house with a mansard roof and flower boxes beneath the first-floor windows. It was not the house he’d shared with his first wife, Luella, my grandmother. Grams died when I was six, and not long after that Gramps was offered a job in Chicago, which took him away from our native Minnesota. He wanted to go. With Luella gone, he said he needed the chance to make a fresh start. He decided Chicago was too corrupt to live in, though, so he settled in Mills River, a small town on the train line, about a half hour outside of the city in DuPage County. Though alone, he bought a house in Mills River big enough to hold three generations; he was somewhat claustrophobic and always liked to have a lot of room to live in.

He wasn’t alone for long, though. After less than a year in Mills River, he met Marie and married again. She moved into the house and brought along her maid, her cook, and her part-time gardener, which meant that Gramps never again had to wander around that big old house by himself. Mom said that’s how it was with men; they didn’t like to be alone. As for women, she added, they often prayed to be alone, but finding solitude was sometimes a whole lot harder than finding a mate.

Grandpa was a chemical engineer, though I’ve never been sure what he actually did for a living. When I was a child, I thought he painted shoes. That idea was born on a winter day in Minnesota when Gramps and I were snuggled together on a couch in his home, studying the illustrated cover of a magazine. The picture was a cartoonish depiction of a huge machine with robotic arms and all sorts of cogs and wheels and rubber belts. As complicated as it was in its mechanism, it apparently had only one purpose – to paint shoes. I stared at the ladies’ high-heeled pump, newly splashed with red, rolling off the final assembly belt, and pointing to it, I said to Gramps, “Is that what you do at work?”

Gramps smiled and had a funny little twinkle in his eye when he said, “Well, yes, something like that.”

Of course he knew a five-year-old wouldn’t understand his job as a chemical engineer, so he gave the easy answer. But even years later I still imagined the morning train carrying Gramps into Chicago, where he worked with the big machine that painted shoes.

Marie owned a women’s clothing store on Grand Avenue, the main shopping street that cut through the center of Mills River. She’d grown up in a working-class family and, with no chance for college, had started out as a buyer at the store straight out of high school. But Marie O’Connell was a hard worker and a shrewd businesswoman, and on top of that she had a gift for naming winning horses, placing her bets with her uncle, the bookie, in Chicago. Mom told me in confidence that it wasn’t the best way to make your fortune, but Marie was lucky and seemed to have done very well. At any rate, she’d eventually managed to buy out the original owners of the store, which officially became Marie’s Apparel in 1949.

When Mom was making final plans to move away from Minnesota, Marie offered her a position at the store, replacing one of the clerks who left to get married. Mom, she said, would work the counter in Accessories, where she’d oversee the selling of hats, gloves, ladies’ handkerchiefs, and handbags.

Mom was less than enthusiastic at the thought of working retail, but she was willing, since she couldn’t expect Gramps to support us once we were settled in Mills River. If she had to work somewhere, it might as well be with Marie.

That first Saturday afternoon after we’d settled into our new house, Mom and I and Valerie walked over to Grandpa’s so Mom could talk with Marie about getting started at the store. Gramps had given Mom a car, a ten-year-old Chevy with a hundred thousand miles on it, but Mom said every penny counted now, and we would walk to as many places as we could to save on gas. She pulled Valerie in our red Radio Flyer wagon, something that Gramps had thought to give us when he furnished our house before we came down. We had escaped Minnesota with little more than the clothes on our backs, but at least we knew Gramps had made a home for us on the other end.

We were hot and sticky when we reached Grandpa’s house on Savoy Street, and I was glad to step inside the air-conditioned rooms. Gramps swept me up in his arms, lifting my feet right off the floor, and locked me in a hug that nearly knocked the wind out of me.

“How’s my girl?” he said when he set me back down.

“I’m good, Gramps!” I replied happily.

He kissed Mom’s cheek and picked Valerie up and blew a raspberry on her neck to make her giggle. Gramps was a fun-loving guy, a practical jokester, a storyteller, a man who loved to laugh and who could outlaugh anyone hands down, even when he was amused by his own jokes. Mom always said he missed his calling, that he should have been a stand-up comedian, but Gramps only laughed at that, saying show business was no business for anyone with more than a lick of sense and seven mouths to feed.

Gramps no longer had seven mouths to feed; all his children were grown and scattered across the country. Except, that is, for his daughter Janis, whom he had lately rescued and reeled back into the fold – or at least close to it. Once Gramps had learned that Mom wanted to leave Daddy, he and Mom hatched a plan, and here we were, only four blocks away in a house that Gramps had helped Mom buy.

I’m not so sure Marie was as happy to have us around as Gramps was. She got along with Mom all right, but she mostly ignored us kids, as though we were as interesting as toadstools that sprang up in her path overnight. She had no children of her own and didn’t seem to like kids and in fact had never been married before Gramps. She was nearly twenty years his junior but was still, as far as I could see, pretty far gone into spinsterhood when she and Gramps exchanged vows. I wasn’t sure why Gramps had married her, or she him, for that matter. They seemed mismatched somehow. Certainly Marie wasn’t like my grandmother, who was warm and loving and always doting on us grandkids as though we were the greatest thing in the world.

But I had already learned to stop wondering why anyone married anyone else. Grown-ups made a lot of decisions I didn’t understand, and I half believed that most people were rendered senseless by the age of twenty-one.

“Where’s Wally?” Marie asked as she came down the hall to greet us. She gave Mom a stiff hug, didn’t bother to look down at Valerie and me.

“He’s out looking for part-time work,” Mom explained.

“That’s my boy,” Gramps said. “A true Lehman, willing to work hard.”

“But he’s not a Lehman,” I protested. “He’s a Sanderson.” The moment I said it, I was sorry. Mom always looked sad when anyone mentioned the name of her first husband, Wally’s dad.

Gramps took my hand. “Let’s move into the dining room, Rozzy. Betty’s made one of her famous pound cakes. Extra good with a little chocolate sauce!”

Betty was their cook, and when she came into the dining room pushing a little cart with the pound cake on it, I understood for the first time that Gramps and Marie were more than comfortable. I think I understood too, to some extent, that that didn’t necessarily mean Mom’s life was going to be easy. She had to make her own way, just as Gramps and Marie had done. While they could have easily invited us to live in this huge house with them, that had never been part of the plan. Mom was to have her own house, her own job, her own life apart from theirs.

The grown-ups drank coffee that Betty poured from a silver coffeepot, the long black stream flowing from the narrow spout into dainty china cups. Valerie and I drank tall cold glasses of milk to wash down the pound cake drizzled with chocolate sauce. Valerie sat in the chair next to me, on top of a pillow on top of a phone book because the house wasn’t equipped for children.

“Well, Janis,” Marie said, “it’s been almost a month since Tricia left to get married, so we’ll be glad to finally have someone permanent in Accessories again.” She stirred her coffee slowly, having added cream and two lumps of sugar that she’d dropped into the cup with silver tongs. She lifted her eyes to Mom momentarily and offered a brief smile.

Mom settled her cup in the saucer and dabbed at her mouth with a linen napkin. “Thank you again for saving the position for me, Marie,” Mom said. “I really appreciate all the help the two of you have given me.”

Gramps reached out and patted Mom’s hand. Marie said, “Of course, dear. Anything for family, right?”

“Everything’s going to be just fine,” Gramps said reassuringly. He nodded and popped a generous piece of pound cake into his mouth.

“Now, you say you haven’t worked retail before?” Marie asked. 

Mom shook her head. “I was in secretarial work – years ago, before I was married. But I’m sure it won’t be a problem. . . . I’ll catch on quickly.”

“I’m sure, dear.” Marie lifted a hand to her hair and patted an imaginary loose strand. Every inch of her enormous beehive was in perfect alignment. Her hair fascinated me. Now and in the years to come, I was to spend hours in her presence studying the sculpture created out of her tresses; one, for something to do when I was with her, and two, because I couldn’t imagine the amount of time it took to cut, comb, curl, tease, and spray it all into place. To me, it was a work of art. But that was Marie – perfect hair, perfect makeup, perfect nails, perfect clothes. She really was quite beautiful, and maybe that was why Gramps married her.

“You do know,” she continued with a glance at Mom, “you’ll be working five days a week, including every other Saturday.”

“Yes, you mentioned that,” Mom said.

“So you’ve made arrangements for . . .” She nodded toward me and Valerie, as though she didn’t care to say our names.

“Not yet, no.”

“But of course you can’t bring them to the store.”

“No, of course not. Until school starts, Wally can look after the girls while I’m at work.”

“And after school starts? What will you do about Valerie then?”

“Well . . .” Mom looked at Gramps and back at Marie. “I don’t know yet. There’s been so much to think about.”

“You’ll have to hire a sitter of some sort.”

“Yes.” Mom didn’t look up from her half-eaten piece of cake.

“I’m sure there must be plenty of women out there willing to watch one more child, along with their own.”

Mom nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. I’ll find someone.”

I don’t remember how long we stayed at Grandpa’s house that afternoon. It seemed like an impossibly long time. Eventually Valerie and I left the dining room and tried to entertain ourselves by searching for four-leaf clovers in the backyard and playing catch with a tennis ball we found in the garden.

At long last Mom called us inside and said we were going home. Valerie climbed into the wagon, curled up, and closed her eyes. Mom looked straight ahead and didn’t speak while we walked. I could tell by the way she kept lifting a hand to her face that she was crying. She cried a lot in those days, always silently. She tried not to let any of us know.

“I can pull the wagon if you want, Mom,” I offered.

“Thanks, honey,” she said, “but I’m all right. I’m trying to decide what I should make for supper. I forgot to take the chicken out of the freezer.”

“We can just have a bowl of cereal or something. I’m really not hungry,” I lied.

“Don’t be silly, Roz,” she said. “A bowl of cereal is hardly enough for supper.”

The hand went up to her face again and touched her cheek. She wiped her fingers on her skirt quickly, as though she were smoothing a wrinkle or brushing away a bug. I wondered how many tears had been caught in the fabric of her clothes over the years.

“Mom,” I said, “you know, I can take care of Valerie. I mean, while you’re at work. I don’t have to go to school. It’s more important that I help you with Val.”

Mom laughed lightly at that. “Nice try, Roz, but you’re going to school. We’ll both be in trouble with the law if you don’t.”

“But, Mom – ”

“Don’t worry. I’ll find someone to take care of her.”

“But who, Mom? We don’t know anyone around here yet.”

“Maybe I’ll put an ad in the paper. I don’t know.” She lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I’ve got three weeks to worry about that. Right now I’ve got other things to think about.”

Yeah, and I knew what she was thinking. Or at least I imagined I did. If she were still married to Dr. Frank Sanderson, everything would be different. Everything would be good. Valerie and I wouldn’t be here, because she would never have married Alan Anthony, but that would be all right. She and Frank Sanderson and Wally would be together as a family, and they would be happy.

I thought about that a lot. And I figured if I thought about it, Mom probably did too. Maybe she even thought about it more than I did.

We turned down McDowell Street, and I saw our house, the two-story white clapboard with the black shutters sitting squarely in the middle of the block. It was already becoming familiar, and I was thinking of it as home. With four large rooms downstairs and four bedrooms upstairs, we had far more space than we’d had in our track house in the suburbs of Minneapolis. I forgot about Frank Sanderson as I found myself enjoying the walk to our new home.

When we stepped up to the porch, Wally met us at the door looking sheepish. He pursed his lips and nodded toward the kitchen, from which the unmistakable aroma of fried chicken reached us. Stuffing his hands deep into the pockets of his shorts, he explained, “She showed up again, so I let her in.”

We knew who he was talking about, though we hadn’t seen her in five days and hadn’t expected to see her again.

Mom, carrying Valerie, frowned and blinked a couple of times before heading down the hall. I followed close behind, wanting to see what was about to happen.

Tillie, wearing Mom’s apron, was at the stove pounding away at a large pot of potatoes with the wooden-handled masher. On another burner a skillet sizzled with the browned and crispy pieces of chicken that Mom had forgotten to thaw. Tillie must have been there for a while.

Her face was wet with perspiration, and her gray bun was frayed, wispy strands of hair flying every which way each time she hammered the potatoes. When she finally noticed we were there, she smiled at us, and her blue eyes sparkled behind her glasses. She stopped pounding, pushed a strand of matted hair off her forehead with the back of her hand, and said, “There you are. Come on in and wash your hands. Supper’s almost ready.”

I looked at Mom and she looked at me, and that was how Tillie Monroe came to live with us that summer of 1967.
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Mills River, Illinois, was a small town stuck in time. The streets and cross streets of well-kept houses and downtown storefronts refused to budge beyond 1950. While the rest of the country had rolled headlong into the turmoil of the sixties – fiery race riots, violent war protests, the nightmare of psychedelic drug use – Mills River remained a stronghold of postwar civility and quiet prosperity.

Somehow Gramps had landed in just the right place after Grandma died, and eventually Mom followed. Gramps had needed a new life of sorts; Mom needed simply to be free to live. A life of constant fear, she said, was as close as you could get to being dead while still breathing. She was tired of the walking-dead kind of existence.

At eleven years of age I didn’t quite understand. Oh yes, Daddy had his faults. That much I knew. Sometimes he drank too much, and the alcohol seemed to ignite some deep well of anger inside him. He could be violent; oh yes, I knew that too. I’d seen it all – seen the fists, heard the curses, saw the aftermath of his fury in the bruises on Mom’s face. And whenever that happened, I was afraid. But I tried to shut it all out as simply as I shut my eyes, pretending that if I couldn’t see it, it wasn’t there. Because Daddy had a good side too, and there were times when he was all smiles and fun and laughter and even love. He said he loved us, and I believed him.

I was thinking about Daddy that summer morning when Tillie and I were walking to Jewel Food Store, with Tillie pulling Valerie behind us in the wagon. Not yet used to the stranger beside me, I was startled when she asked, “Do you miss him?”

I looked up at her sharply. “Who?”

“Your father,” she said. “Weren’t you thinking about your father?”

“How did you know?”

She lifted her broad shoulders in a shrug. “I just figured.”

I looked straight ahead again, down the treelined street that led into the center of town. I didn’t know how to answer. Finally I simply said no. Which was a lie, because I did miss him; or rather, I missed the good part of him.

Tillie shook her head. “Pity, three children growing up without their father.”

I felt my fingers curl into fists. “You don’t know anything about it.”

“No,” she agreed. “I don’t. Still, it’s a pity.”

I didn’t want to talk about my father, not with her. I wasn’t sure I wanted to think about him or even should be thinking about him, since Mom had said we were leaving the past behind and making a fresh start.

In truth, though, I was haunted by Daddy’s tears on the day we left Minnesota. Mom didn’t say a word while she carried our few suitcases to the car, Daddy dancing around her like a man on fire.

“At least,” Daddy said, his hands outstretched, “at least tell me where you’re taking my kids.”

He looked at me then, his eyes wild, sweat pouring down his face. Our eyes locked, and I couldn’t stop my own tears. I wanted to cry out, Daddy! Tell Mom you’ll change. Just promise you’ll stop drinking, and maybe Mom will stay!

But I didn’t say anything. It wouldn’t do any good. Mom had made up her mind, and we were going.

We all piled into the car. Mom buckled Valerie into the front seat beside her and turned the key in the ignition. Daddy banged on the roof of the car with one fist and then, as though surrendered, he stumbled blindly up the walkway to the porch and dropped down to the steps. He buried his face in his hands, and his shoulders heaved as he wept.

“Look at him now, the old fool,” Wally muttered. “He’s finally getting what he deserves.”

At least we should have left when Daddy wasn’t home, I thought. If we had to leave, we should have left without this wrenching away, without this scene of separation that left Daddy broken and crying on the steps.

Mom must have been worried that Daddy would try to keep us from going, because she’d asked Uncle Joe to be there when we left. Uncle Joe was Daddy’s brother, and he was the only one on Daddy’s side of the family who understood why Mom was leaving. Just as Mom started the car, Uncle Joe leaned in the open window and wished her luck. “My only regret,” he said, “is that I didn’t help you do this a long time ago.”

“Well, Joe,” Mom said, “I appreciate what you’ve done for me over the years.”

“It was never enough.”

“It was more than most.”

Uncle Joe looked up at Daddy, his face a billboard of contempt. “I’m finished too,” he said. “I’m washing my hands of him. If I never hear from Alan again, it’ll be too soon.”

He bent down and kissed Mom on the cheek, said good-bye to us kids, and stepped away from the car. When Mom put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb, I saw her glance in the rearview mirror and smile, a small victorious smile. But even then I didn’t understand.

Years would pass before I understood this to be Mom’s first and final act of defiance in her marriage to Alan Anthony. She didn’t want to slip away unseen, like a coward. She wanted Daddy to watch us go. And she wanted to watch him crumble. She knew that at nine o’clock in the morning he wouldn’t yet be drunk, so he wouldn’t have the fuel required to fire up his anger. Not his violent I-swear-I’m-going-to-kill-you anger, anyway. She knew he’d be little more than a pathetic spectacle on the morning she finally summoned the courage to leave and to take us with her. She didn’t want to miss that, her moment of triumph after thirteen years of misery.

After that one glance in the mirror, Mom didn’t look back again. But I did. This would be the last time I’d ever see my father, so I kept on watching until I couldn’t see him anymore. The image of him weeping on the steps was branded on my brain, sizzling red hot and smoking until, at length, these few weeks later, it had begun to solidify into a scar.

Tillie and I finally reached Grand Avenue, the wagon bumping over the cracks of the sidewalk behind us. When we came to Marie’s Apparel, I stopped and looked in the window, cupping my face with my hands. I hoped to catch a glimpse of Mom, who’d been working there almost a week now, selling handbags and handkerchiefs to the ladies of Mills River.

“Mommy?” Valerie asked.

“She’s in there somewhere,” I said, “but I can’t see her.”

Tillie went on pulling the wagon but called back over her shoulder, “Did you need to ask her something, Roz?”

“No. I just thought I’d wave if I saw her.”

Tillie shook her head, clicked her tongue. “Pity, such a sweet young lady as your mother having to work. Women should be able to stay home and take care of their children.”

I hurried to catch up with her. “You know, you don’t have to pity us, Tillie.”

“I know I don’t,” she said, “but I do.”

“Well, how come?”

“Because you don’t have a man to take care of you.”

“We don’t need a man to take care of us. Anyway, we have Wally. He’s working.”

“Wally’s a boy.”

“He’s almost eighteen.”

“He’s still a boy. He has a long way to go before he’s a man.”

“Why do we need a man? Women can do anything men can do.”

“You sound like you’ve been reading Betty Friedan.”

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“She’s one of those women’s libbers – ” Tillie stopped herself and chuckled. “Never mind. Still, you know, this isn’t how it was meant to be. Men leaving their families, women having to work while raising their children alone. Something crazy’s happening to our country, and I don’t like it.”

“Daddy didn’t leave us, you know. Mom left him.”

Tillie seemed to think about that a moment. Then she said, “Well, either which way, I think it’s a tragedy when men and women don’t stay together. But then, I don’t know what happened between your mother and father, and it’s none of my business, is it?”

“No, it isn’t.”

“But someday you’ll tell me about it. When you’re ready.”

“What makes you think I’ll ever tell you about it?”

“Because that’s what family does, confide in each other.”

“We’re not family.”

“No, not yet.”

“We’ll never be related.”

“It isn’t blood that makes you family, Roz.”

“Maybe not. But living in the same house doesn’t make you family either.”

Tillie shrugged and said, as though it were pertinent, “Well, someday your mother will marry someone else.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because she’s young and pretty, and I can’t imagine her living the rest of her life alone.”

It had never occurred to me that Mom might remarry. I didn’t like the thought. We already had one stranger living in our house; I didn’t want another, especially a man.

At the intersection of Grand Avenue and Third Street we turned right on Third and walked one more block to Jewel Food Store. By the time we reached the front doors, I was tired and hot and ready for the cool of the air-conditioned aisles. We hadn’t brought the car, not because Tillie didn’t drive, because she did, but because she wanted to help Mom save on gas money. In fact, Mom had told her to take the car. “Someone your age shouldn’t be walking in this heat,” Mom said.

“I may be full of years,” Tillie countered, “but that doesn’t mean I’ve lost my gumption.”

I wasn’t full of years myself, but I found the heat exhausting. “Can we rest inside a minute, Tillie?” I asked.

“Plenty of time for that when we get home,” she said.

She parked the wagon by the door and helped Valerie out.

“We can’t just leave the wagon here, can we?” I moved to catch up with Tillie, who was already marching into the store, Valerie in tow.

“This is Mills River,” she said. “No one’s going to steal it.” She grabbed a shopping cart and lifted Valerie into the child’s seat in front. Before she had gone more than a few feet, she raised a hand toward one of the silver-haired cashiers. “Good morning, Hazel.”

“Why, Tillie,” the woman said, slapping her thigh, “I’d heard you got out.”

“Merciful heavens, honey, you make it sound like I’ve been in jail.”

“Knowing you, Tillie, that’s exactly what it was.”

Tillie rubbed her fleshy chin. “You’ve got a point there, Hazel. Five months cooped up in that place, it’s a wonder I didn’t lose my mind. But I’m out now, and I’m back in my own home, where I intend to die when the time is right.”

“Good for you. You know I’ve always admired your spunk.”

“Yes, well, I’m just doing what I’ve got to do. By the way, I’ve got houseguests now, and here are two of them, Rosalind and Valerie.” Tillie waved a hand, first toward me and then toward Valerie in the cart. “I’m taking care of them while their mother works, poor thing.”

Hazel beamed at me. “Well now, how do you do?”

I raised my hand in a small gesture of greeting even as my eyes became angry slits. I wanted to explain that Tillie was our houseguest and not the other way around, and that my mother was not a poor thing for having to work, which I figured Hazel would understand, since she herself was there behind the cash register, but I was a child and Hazel was an adult, so I kept quiet.

“Listen, Tillie, when you check out, come on through my line. I’ve got some extra coupons you can use,” Hazel said.

“Appreciate it, honey. We’re just picking up a few things, so I’ll be back around in a minute.”

From there, we headed toward the meat department at the back of the store. “Fred!” Tillie hollered.

A thick-waisted man in a bloody apron paused with his knife poised over a slab of beef. “Ah, Mrs. Monroe! You’re back with us!” When he smiled, his great jowls quivered and his mustache curled over his front teeth. “I knew that place couldn’t hold you. I told everyone, I said, ‘That Tillie Monroe, she doesn’t belong in the old folks home.’ ” He waved his butcher knife in the air for emphasis.

“You were right, Fred. I was a fish out of water there. I couldn’t breathe.”

Fred nodded knowingly. “Some people, okay, they go to the old folks home and they make their peace with it, and maybe they’re even happy there, but not you. No sir. Not Tillie Monroe. I told everyone, I said, ‘That Mrs. Monroe, she’ll never be old. Never.’ ”

“I’m glad you see it that way, Fred. If only my sons did.”

“That Johnny!” The butcher knife sliced the air in one quick motion. “I said to him, ‘Johnny, how could you do that to your own mother?’ ”

“Good question, Fred.”

“He said he had only your best interest at heart.”

“So he pulled that one on you too, huh?”

Fred slammed the butcher knife into the beef and came to meet us at the counter. He was shaking his head. “I don’t know, Mrs. Monroe, but if I had a nice lady like you for a mother, I sure wouldn’t stick her in some old folks home.”

“Thank you, Fred. If Johnny tries to do it again, I’ll disown him and adopt you.”

Fred smiled, looking genuinely pleased. “And how’s the hip, Mrs. Monroe?”

“Good as new,” she said. “It only aches when it’s going to rain. I’ve got a built-in barometer now, which comes in rather handy.”

The butcher responded with a belly laugh. “You were always one to find the silver lining! If only we were all so inclined. Most of my customers, they come in here moaning and complaining, not a good word about anything. Well, you know how it is, Mrs. Monroe.”

“That I do. I never put much stock in complaining.” She nodded toward the industrial-sized butcher block. “I see you’ve hired an apprentice.”

Fred looked over his shoulder, then back at Tillie. “He’s a good boy, a good hard worker.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Fred. These two girls here are his sisters.”

I heard Tillie introduce me, but I was busy staring at Wally. He wore a large bibbed apron that was colored with blood, streaks of dark red splattered across a white canvas. I wrinkled my nose at the sight of it. Wally saw me and held up both hands so I could see his palms; they glistened with the same sticky redness. He smiled. I frowned.

“Wally,” Tillie hollered, “come on over here and wrap up five of your best pork chops for me. We’ll have those for supper tonight.” 

Wally sauntered over, wiping his hands on the apron. He didn’t speak, but he picked out five pork chops from the refrigerated display case and wrapped them in sheets of white paper. He handed them to Fred, who handed them to Tillie.

As she took the chops, Tillie said, “You know, Wally, you could at least say hello to us, instead of pretending you don’t know us.” 

Wally shrugged as he moved back to the butcher block. I knew how he felt about Tillie.

Fred glanced at Wally, then turned back to Tillie with that look that said, Kids. What can you do with them? “So listen, while I got him here under my thumb, we’ll work on the manners, all right? He’s a good kid, just a little rough around the edges. Now, tell you what, Mrs. Monroe, you accept the chops as a gift, a housewarming gift from everyone at Jewel to you.”

“Well, thank you, Fred. That’s very kind of you.”

“Now that you’re back in your house, you need to celebrate, right?”

“Come to think of it, I believe you’re right. If I were a drinking gal, I’d buy some champagne.”

“If you buy some champagne, I can promise you, plenty of people will come and celebrate with you.”

Tillie and the butcher laughed loudly, but I was ready to leave. I didn’t like seeing Wally covered in blood. Something about it gave me a feeling of dread.

Valerie must have sensed the same thing, because she started to fuss, which thankfully pulled Tillie’s attention away from Fred. We hurried through the rest of our shopping, checked out with Hazel, who plied Tillie with coupons, then loaded the wagon back up with Valerie and our sack of groceries, and headed out.

We were on Grand Avenue not far from Marie’s Apparel when I was startled by a familiar figure in the distance. He was a tall man, broad-shouldered, wearing gray slacks, a blue cotton shirt, and a fishing hat. He was walking away from us, so I couldn’t see his face, but it was the hat that caught my eye.

I stopped abruptly, my sneakers anchored to the sidewalk by my own uncertainty.

Tillie took a few more steps before she realized I wasn’t keeping up. She stopped and looked back at me. “What’s the matter, Roz?”

I didn’t answer. The man had turned a corner and disappeared. Or, I told myself, maybe I was just seeing things and he hadn’t really been there at all. I was hot and tired and hungry, and Mom said sometimes when you’re not feeling quite right, your mind can play tricks on you. Even if the man was real, lots of men wore fishing hats, didn’t they? The tan hemp kind with the one brown strip around the base and all the artificial lures fastened to it like Christmas tree ornaments.

“What is it, Roz?” Tillie asked again.

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

After all, Daddy was hundreds of miles away in Minnesota, wasn’t he?
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