
 

Slice of Life memoirs 

 

 I’ve spread out a small quilt in front of me, and now I begin to write. The quilt—a crib quilt—was made by 

my great-grandmother, who gave it to my mother when I was born. It’s a pieced quilt with a hexagonal flower-like 

design repeated in baby-like pastels and soft, flowery prints—with an occasional, scattered, and somehow startling 

deep red piece sewn into the design. 

 As I sit, thinking of writing about my great-grandmother, the scalloped edges of the little quilt relax and 

overlap onto my piece of paper, and I place my left hand at the top of the page to form a barrier against the 

quilted cloth, brushing against scraps and snips of dresses and blouses and aprons once washed and ironed and 

worn—to church, to the store, in the garden—by my great-grandmother. 

 

*          *          * 

 

 I last saw my great-grandmother when I was ten, when my whole family traveled to Lebanon, Oregon, to 

celebrate her one-hundredth birthday. In the car my grandfather told us stories about his mother—Winnie Belle 

Howell Raley—who traveled to Oregon in a covered wagon when she was a girl, whose parents settled in the 

wheat country around Echo, a tiny town near Pendleton. Who prayed outside the hypnotist’s tent that the magic 

wouldn’t work on her little boy. Who cooked steaks and pancakes, corn-on-the-cob and potatoes—for breakfast 

everyday—on the farm. 

 In the car my grandfather’s stories of far-off times and places stopped abruptly as my father pulled up to 

the curb in front of my great-aunt Winnifred’s house where all the Raleys gathered for occasions honoring Great-

Grandma. 

 On her one-hundredth birthday, Great-Grandma had taken the day off from the nursing home and sat in 

her daughter’s living room, wearing a crisp, blue-flowered dress, hugging her sons (who were all grandfathers 

themselves) and her grandchildren. Bony, birdlike hugs. Wet, whiskered kisses for the great-grandchildren. And 

then we were free to run in the yard until the newspaper photographer came for pictures. Then dinner (kids at 

rickety card tables in the kitchen, the older people hunched around the dining room table). And a huge cake. And 

presents and cards. Then grey-haired brothers outdoing each other with stories of wild days on the farm, huddled 

around their mother and sister in the mid-afternoon dusk of the living room, juggling photo albums with ancient 

leather covers and finger-worn-soft black paper pages. 

 Around 4:30, one of the grandsons drove Great-Grandma back to the nursing home so she could nap, and 

then the kids were permitted to make as much noise as we wanted, as long as we were not in the house. 

 Later, when it was time to leave, to drive back home, we stopped at Great-Grandma’s to say one more 

goodbye. She’d napped and was just ready for “a little evening stroll,” she said. “But since you’re here now, sit 

down a minute.” 

 “Now, Mother, we’ve got a long way to go tonight, so let us just get going. . . . But the kids wanted to say 

happy birthday one more time.” And my grandfather winked and pointed to my mother. 

 

*          *          * 

 

 I pause from my writing and smooth out a quilted patch of blue bachelor buttons stitched next to a 

border of soft, faded pink geraniums and yellow butterflies. I lay my pen down and begin to fold the quilt in half, 

then into halves again. 

           Douglas Jones 

 



 

*          *          * 

 

The story always made her laugh—she said—because it reminded her of her grandfather. I’d settle into Mom’s lap, 

and she’d begin to read: “Dr. Goat put on his coat and went out to make some calls.” The sing-song lilt of the 

words took us through Dr. Goat’s patient rounds—a prescription of pills to cure an owl’s fuzzy tongue, a mustard 

plaster for an ailing walrus, hot water bottles for twin weasels. 

 “He looks just like him” Mom would point to the book’s illustrations. Bent over. Whiskers. Beady black 

eyes behind black-rimmed spectacles. Dr. Goat on his hind legs, worrying about an elk’s sore throat. 

 “You remember Great-Grandpa, don’t you? We have pictures of you and Leslie on his lap at the big 

birthday party.” And Mom would continue reading: “Poor Dr. Goat! He was all worn out!” 

 I’d jump out of her lap and run to get the big picture album off the bottom shelf. There it was, pasted 

beneath a Christmas card photo of Aunt Sig and Uncle Charlie. A snap-shot with a dusky maroon cast to it: me and 

my sister perched on the boney knees of a very old man sitting in an armchair on a front porch. 

 I’d point to the penciling on the page. “What does it say underneath?” 

 “Doug and Leslie at Great-Grandpa’s 96
th

 birthday.” 

 I’d nod and settle into Mom’s lap again, knowing it really said, “Doug and Leslie visit Dr. Goat.” 

 

           Douglas Jones 


