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Unforgettable Afternoon with Lucy 

 In January, 1944, my father deposited us at the home of my ninety year old great-

grandmother, Lucy on his way to battle in Sicily and North Africa. We became a temporary 

family of four generations of women tossed together by war.  

Lucy’s daughter, my grandmother, worked at the local mortuary. “Perfect place for her,” my 

mother mumbled regularly. “Nobody can argue with her there.” 

The schedule of our new lives soon took form. My mother’s life involved  the morning 

crossword puzzle, her dime novels, and her cigarettes. My pubescent sister worked at 

perfecting her frown, directed mostly at me. At seven, I was the junior member of our female 

family; my job was to trudge through slush to and from second grade. 

 A fluffy cat named Mr. P. Cat was the only male member of our family. He was aloof, 

picking his friends warily; fortunately he approved of me. 

 The highlight of my day began upon my return from school.  I happily joined my blind 

great-grandmother, already seated near her rosewood desk, rocking and savoring the slender 

rays of sunshine pouring through the window, across her thin, diminutive shoulders, and 

spilling  onto the oak floor. Lucy’s grey, rheumy eyes failed to conceal her sharp intellect. 

Though her body was failing her, her spirit remained resolute; in her prime she had shared in 

the fight for the right to vote, had competed with men for employment and prevailed, and 

legally divorced herself from an abusive husband. I so admired her, and came to love her 

beyond measure.  
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 The sun’s splash on the floor never failed to attract Mr. P.  In the past there had been 

many kerfuffles when he had planted his tail under Lucy’s rocker at precisely the wrong 

moment, resulting in indignant animal yowls and human shrieks. 

Within seconds of my arrival each afternoon P. Cat would enter regally and collapse 

onto his side, his fluffy tail twitching, his eyes entreating attention from me. I would sit at Lucy’s 

feet beside him, always on guard to prevent any possible entanglement between tail and 

rocker. 

I began by reading aloud the daily news on the front page of The Denver Post, spelling 

out the words too tough for me to decipher. Lucy loved the comics and I would share with her 

the adventures of Terry and the Pirates, setting the scene and creating as best I could, accents 

for Dragon Lady and the other malevolent rascals, all the while scratching Mr. P.’s ears and 

belly on demand. 

 We lived in Lucy’s house for two years; my sister’s disposition worsened, often in winter 

the snow was so deep the trolleys couldn’t run, President Roosevelt died, D-Day came and 

went, and the dreadful war finally ended. Though world events varied, my afternoons with Lucy 

remained constant. They were my refuge and she was my life compass. 

Oh, could Lucy tell stories! I loved to hear of her adventures during Ohio’s pioneer days;   

sunless sky when huge swarms of passenger pigeons flew overhead, her uncle’s pet squirrel 

who ate green corn from her hand, a cousin who returned from the Civil War a tortured soul, 

pacing unceasingly for his remaining demented days.  
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 She spoke of her gentle Grandfather and his farm where he and Grandmother raised 

five strong sons and one beautiful daughter named Hannah Belle. I always laughed when I 

heard about Grandfather’s talking parrot who tyrannized the family dog. 

At maturity, Sylvanus, Grandfather’s first son, established a general store about fifty 

miles from the farm and married his beloved Eliza Jane. They were Lucy’s adored parents. 

Father’s routine included tending the store, hunting game and raising pigs while Lucy helped 

her mother in candle making and soap making.   

Over the years the other boys, Lucy’s uncles, moved away from the farm and started 

families of their own, Lucy explained.  She regaled about happy days, particularly in autumn, 

when all the cousins piled into a wagon drawn by horses, the sound of their hooves  muffled by 

the deep carpet of fallen leaves.  She described the luscious delicacies at the huge meals—

Father’s smoked ham, Mother’s sausage and honey biscuits, Uncle Ti’s wife’s waffles with fresh-

churned butter and maple syrup. She talked of laughter as cousins cracked hazelnuts and 

chopped apples for the goose dressing. 

Eventually Uncle Cyrus began his own farm on Mud Road, not far from Grandfather’s 

farm. That meant only Uncle Vester and Hannah Belle remained to help on the farm. 

One day--I remember it still--there came a moment when, as she spoke, Lucy slipped 

out of one happy memory and into another, quite different. Lucy’s back became stick-straight, 

her jaw hardened; the atmosphere became electric. I may as well have heard a clap of thunder.  

Mr.P.’s rattling purr ceased. She continued, telling of that memory so profound that it altered 

their lives forever.  
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She hesitated, and then resolutely headed down that doleful road-- and she was to 

relate a tale so wrenching that she just could not finish it that day. Many afternoons went by 

before I finally heard about Hannah Belle’s fate as well as Lucy’s—but I am getting ahead of 

myself. This is what Lucy shared with me that day. 

“As years passed, Grandmother’s health began to falter,” she said,  “and soon she left 

us. Of course Grandfather was devastated, inconsolable. We all were. But Father became very 

heavy-hearted. He was the first-born, after all, and he was apprehensive about the future. Still, 

our autumn trips continued and everyone pretended that things were the same…but in truth, 

they weren’t the same. Uncle Cyrus was overtaken with worry, and Hannah Belle became thin 

and pale. 

As she talked Mr. P. scooted closer to me, his head nuzzling my hand. 

“At the end of one of our visits,” Lucy continued, “when tension surrounded us all,  

Uncle Cyrus confided to Father that Grandfather was going to hire a woman to help with the 

household chores, and the thought of that filled Father and Cyrus with a sense of foreboding. I 

was apprehensive too, and I did not even understand what was happening!  Well, Grandfather 

hired her anyway, and within weeks Cyrus rode up to Father’s store with more bad news. The 

woman had taken Grandmother’s place in Grandfather’s bed, he said, and they had just been 

married by the Justice of the Peace. That certainly changed things greatly, I tell you!   

“And, as Father feared, the woman began finding fault with Uncle Vester and 
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Hannah Belle, and they began to fear her. She accused them of conspiring against her, 

and Grandfather seemed to believe her! 

 I saw Lucy’s hands began to fidget; she sighed and twisted her handkerchief as she 

went on. 

“Father continued with his duties at the store, but his worries wore him down 

more each day. He developed a cough, which became worse, I swear, every time a letter 

from Cyrus arrived… once I slipped into the library and read the letters. In one Cyrus told 

Father that the woman declared that she was with child and Cyrus didn’t believe her. 

Oh, I was shocked! Then, in the next letter she accused Hannah Belle of putting a curse 

on her! 

Lucy’s hands went to her mouth for just a moment, as if she were deciding to hold the 

horrible words inside, but then she continued. 

 “One day I was stunned to see Cyrus race into our yard on his chestnut gelding, leaving 

the horse, reins slack at our kitchen door. He ran into the house sobbing and fell into Father’s 

arms and I knew something awful had happened. For one thing, Cyrus loved that horse and he 

would never have left him sweating and frothing without water, without care. And then to see 

him crying…oh, it was enough to make me cry…Mother followed them as Father sat Cyrus on 

the davenport in the parlour.  I admit it, I stood just outside the door. This is what I heard Cyrus 

say and I still remember his very words: 

“Jesus forgive us…Jesus forgive us all. That woman…that woman…has so goaded our 
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poor sister, Hannah Belle, that she runs from her in fear. She won’t sleep anywhere but on a 

pallet beside  brother Vester’s bed.  And she has scratched all her skin so bad that her arms 

bleed,” Cyrus said. 

“What hurt so much, brother, was that she has bewitched our own Father and he spoke 

against us! And finally yesterday…when our Father was in town buying supplies, Vester…well, 

brother, he was vexed to his limit! He spoke out…and said to her that for a woman with child, 

she surely tied her apron ties mighty tight… 

“Well, that was all he said, brother…but that set her off. She commenced to scream, I  

swear, like a banshee, and she came after him with the kitchen knife… 

Lucy said that her Mother began to pace, hugging herself until her knuckles were white 

while Cyrus went on, crying, forcing the words to come out. 

“She cut him, Sylvanus, she sliced his arm…and when he tried to protect himself …she 

pushed, and slashed, until his hands and arms bled something most terrible…then, oh sweet 

Lord,” Cyrus went on, “…she went after Belle— 

My eyes were riveted on Lucy, her mouth quivering, her useless eyes focused 

deliberately on a place and time beyond us all. “Then Cyrus’s body commenced to rock,” Lucy 

said flatly, “and when he spoke, his eyes stared at the floor. When he continued he could barely 

talk at all. 

“Oh, he stabbed her, brother…he pulled the knife away from her with his bare hands, 

and stabbed her himself and dear Lord God, he killed her there and then! Our dear Belle… she 
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was so scared she could not speak, nary a word…she tried to wrap Vester’s wounds and she put 

him on the chesterfield in the library…and then, well, Vester asked her to leave him be…to fetch 

him the bottle of elderberry wine from the kitchen and close the door behind her. 

 “And when Grandfather came home, and he saw the blood and the woman’s body now 

covered with Grandmother’s afghan! Well, Lordie, he went plumb crazy, brother…he went for 

his shot gun and waved it about--now can you imagine how terrified poor Belle was?  

“Well, that racket roused Vester, and he come out of the library, and he come out, oh 

God help us, brother…he come out holding  Father’s pistol… and he took aim, and he shot our 

Father dead!” 

Mr.P sat up, his gaze fixed on Lucy. I watched Lucy, transfixed; the rhythm of the rocker 

quickened for about a minute, and then returned to its normal, resolute pace. At last she sighed 

and continued the story: 

 “Father returned with Cyrus and spent weeks straightening Grandfather’s affairs…of 

course the judge found Vester not guilty, and he continued farming with deep sadness in his 

heart, always fearing retribution from that terrible woman’s family… 

Lucy gathered herself as best she could and went on. 

 “Hannah Belle came home to live with us, and Mother tried to heal the wounds to her 

arms and those to her heart…but my Father’s wounds never did heal. The shame and 

heartbreak never left him.  
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 And then--exactly a year later--he failed to come home for supper one evening.  Mother 

was worried, but she tasked me to take sandwiches and sweet tea to the store for him. 

Lucy paused just long enough to take a deep breath and release it, and I already 

dreaded to hear what she was about  to say. 

“I found him, slumped over his desk in the office…his hand clutched in a fist so 

tight…well, he took it with him into eternity.” 

That did it. Tears filled my eyes; I sobbed, overcome. Lucy sat, head bowed, without 

speaking as this adoring little girl stood and enveloped her in my arms.  

Mr. P. Cat continued to gaze silently, perhaps quizzically, not without a measure of awe 

and respect of his own. 

 

 

 


