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The Dictionary 

No books in our house, except for the Holy Bible, and suddenly 

we were blessed with an unabridged Oxford Dictionary. 

Gransallie had found it on the top floor of the Florida East 

Coast Hospital, in St. Augustine, where she lived while working as a 

practical nurse there. Having no education but a great respect for 

words, especially so many words, she brought the dictionary home to 

US. 

My family used it as a booster seat for my next-to-the-youngest 

brother. 

We were living in the little white fifties house in Statenville 

then, and when Gransallie came home for the next visit, the 

dictionary was on one of the slick-white kitchen chairs looking much 

used. The textured wheat cloth cover on the front was threadbare, the 

^/binding was coming unstitched, and the back had been worn off 

friction of my brother's diapered bottom. It was now doing service as 

a hand fan on the front porch swing. 

While Gransallie was talking to my mother at the stove, I heaved 

the word part of the dictionary onto the kitchen table and bent over 

it, turning the tissue pages, as if I were studying it. 
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U s u a l l y  m y  o l d e r  s i s t e r  M a r g a r e t ,  w h o  h a d  c o z i e d  u p  t o  

i i r a n s a l l i e  b y  s a y i n g  s h e  p l a n n e d  t o  b e  a  n u r s e ,  w a s  t o p  d o g  w h e n  o u r  

g r a n d m o t h e r  c a m e  h o m e .  B u t  n o t  t h i s  t i m e .  W h e n  G r a n s a l l i e  s a w  m e  

p o r i n g  o v e r  t h e  f i n e l y  p r i n t e d  w o r d s ,  s h e  w a l t z e d  o v e r  a n d  b e g a n  

p i c k i n g  l i n t  f r o m  m y  n a v y  k n i t  s h i r t  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  t h r o w n  i n  t h e  

w r i n g e r - w a s h e r  w i t h  t h e  t o w e l s  a s  s h e  o o h e d  a n d  a h h e d  a b o u t  h o w  s m a r t  

I  w a s .  S h e  j u s t  c o u l d n ' t  g e t  o v e r  h o w  I ' d  g r o w n .  S h e  b e t  I  w a s  m a k i n g  

a l l  A ' s  i n  s c h o o l .  I  t o l d  h e r  I  w a s ,  t h o u g h  I  w a s  b a r e l y  p a s s i n g  

g e o g r a p h y  a n d  h a d  a n  F  i n  a r i t h m e t i c  o n  m y  l a s t  r e p o r t  c a r d .  

A l l  w a s  w e l l  u n t i l  s u p p e r t i m e  a n d  m y  b r o t h e r  s t a r t e d  l o o k i n g  f o r  

h i s  b o o s t e r  s e a t .  M y  m o t h e r ,  h a v i n g  w i t n e s s e d  t h e  w h o l e  d i c t i o n a r y  

s c e n a r i o ,  s e t  m y  b r o t h e r  o n  a  c o o k  p o t  t u r n e d  b o t t o m - u p  o n  t h e  c h a i r .  

S h e  w a s  e i t h e r  h e l p i n g  m e  g e t  i n  g o o d  w i t h  G r a n s a l l i e  o r  l e t t i n g  m e  

h a n g  m y s e l f  w i t h  m y  1 i e s .  

N e x t  t h i n g  I  k n e w ,  G r a n s a l l i e  w a s  c a r t i n g  m e  o f f  t o  a  f a m i l y  

r  e u n i o n ,  t  o  s h o w  m e  o  f  f  t  o  o u r  c o u n t r  y  k i n .  N o  p r o b l e m  t  h e r  e .  T h e y  

e i t h e r  a c c e p t e d  t h a t  I  w a s  s m a r t ,  o r  a c c e p t e d  t h a t  G r a n s a l l i e  w a s  o f  

c o u r s e  p r o u d  o f  h e r  g r a n d d a u g h t e r .  M y  g u e s s  w a s ,  t h e y  w e r e  j u s t  

l e t t i n g  h e r  r u n  o f f  a t  t h e  m o u t h  u n t i l  s h e  r a n  d o w n .  L i k e  t h e  a l a r m  

o n  a  c  1  o c  k  .  

S o o n  G r a n s a l l i e  w o u l d  l e a v e ,  a n d  n e x t  t i m e  s h e  c a m e ,  t h e  

d i c t i o n a r y  w o u l d  b e  f o r g o t t e n .  I  w o u l d  h a v e  p u l l e d  u p  m y  g r a d e s  b y  

t h e n ,  I  w o u l d  h a v e  r e a d  a l l  t e n  p o u n d s  o f  w o r d s  i n  t h a t  f o o t - h i g h  

d i c t i o n a r y .  M a y b e  t h e  w o r l d  w o u l d  c o m e  t o  a n  e n d .  

B u t  w h e n  s h e  c a m e  t h e  n e x t  t i m e ,  I  w a s  t h e  o n e  w h o  h a d  

f o r g o t t e n ,  a n d  t h e  d i c t i o n a r y  w a s  b a c k  i n  u s e  a s  a  b o o s t e r  s e a t ,  a n d  

o n e  w h o l e  s e c t i o n  o f  p a g e s  w a s  m i s s i n g .  I  h i d  t h e m ,  s e t  t h e  

d i c t i o n a r y  o n  t h e  t a b l e  a g a i n ,  a n d  t u r n e d  t h e  r e m a i n i n g  p a g e s  a s  i f  
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studying it, and lied about my grades in school again. I even told 

Gr ansal lie I was thinking about becoming a writer. She kind of 

chuckled under her breath and patted me on the head and told me that 

was sweet but all the writers were dead. She'd never met one in 

person so they must be dead. Be realistic in your expectations, was 

what she meant, I guess. My face burned. Maybe I could be a school 

teacher, she said. Yeah, that's what I meant, I would be a writing 

school teacher—I would write lessons on the blackboard for my 

students to copy down. 

That evening, we were off to my cousin Minnie's, who was my 

third grade teacher that year and therefore no longer seemed like 

kin. Minnie wasn't a teacher, to Gransallie, she was the teacher, 

because Gransallie had raised her after her mother had died and 

credited herself with Minnie making it through highschool during The 

Depression, then going on to college. She touldn't name another 

Staten who had done that. Now Gransallie was ecstatic that one of her 

own blood-grandchildren might do it again. I was terrified my sins 

were about to be found out» 

Gransallie marched me right on into Minnie-the-teacher's fine 

brick house and sat me down on the hard white brocade sofa in the 

long living room, facing sliding glass doors with a view of the sun 

burning behind the woods like the fires of hell. Then she announced 

my career plans to Minnie and her husband Roy. I could tell Minnie 

didn't think much of my prospects—she'd been letting me slide <as 

much as ethically possible, either because we were kin or because she 

felt sorry for me. She was convinced from the first day of school 

that I .just didn't have it between the ears. I daydreamed and doodled 
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a  l o t  i n  c l a s s .  I  w a s  t o o  b l o n d e ,  t o o  c h u b b y ,  a n d  m y  f e e t  p i n c h e d  i n  

t h e  b r o w n  o x f o r d s  G r a n s a l l i e  h a d  s e n t  m e  a f t e r  I  h a d  t r a c e d  m y  f e e t  

o n  n o t e b o o k  p a p e r  a n d  m a i l e d  i t  o f f  t o  h e r •  

O f  c o u r s e ,  G r a n s a l l i e  t o l d  M i n n i e  a b o u t  m e  s t u d y i n g  t h e  

d i c t i o n a r y  a n d  s o m e h o w  w o r k e d  a r o u n d  t o  m y  a l l  A ' s  i n  s c h o o l .  I  

c o u l d n ' t  b r e a t h e .  I  f e l t  s h r u n k .  I  p r a y e d  f o r  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  

a s  p r o m i s e d  b y  o u r  p r e a c h e r .  S o  l o n g  h a d  I  f e a r e d  t h e  R a p t u r e ,  b u t  

n o w  I  w a n t e d  t h e  R a p t u r e  t o  c o m e ,  e v e n  i f  I  g o t  l e f t  b e h i n d  o n  e a r t h  

f o r  l y i n g  a b o u t  t h e  d i c t i o n a r y  a n d  m y  g r a d e s .  I  t o l d  G o d ,  t h e r e  a n d  

t h e n ,  s i l e n t l y  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h a t  I  w o u l d  f o r  s u r e  r e a d  t h a t  e n t i r e  

d i c t i o n a r y  i f  h e  w o u l d  . j u s t  t u r n  M i n n i e  i n t o  a  b l o c k  o f  s a l t  l i k e  

L o t ' s  w i f e .  

S h e  d i d n ' t  t e l l .  I  c o u l d n ' t  b e l i e v e  i t — s h e  d i d n ' t  t e l l .  W e  w e r e  

o n  o u r  w a y  b a c k  h o m e  i n  G r a n s a l l i e ' s  c a r .  J u s t  i n  t i m e  f o r  s u p p e r  a n d  

t o  s e e  m y  b r o t h e r  s e a t e d  o n  t h e  u n a b r i d g e d  O x f o r d  d i c t i o n a r y .  


