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GENEii Category 1 - Honorable Mention 

 
PLEASE, JUST CALL HER ANNA 
by Virginia McGee Butler 
 
 At a big family reunion in 1953, an intense discussion arose. Aunt Irene, Gram’s 
daughter who lived with her and was not a young person herself, was going to be gone for two 
weeks to her son's wedding. Aunt Nobie, the other daughter, would be at work all day. 
Everybody except 87-year-old Gram agreed that she should not be left alone all day in their 
Memphis apartment. Various scenarios were trotted out to back up the argument. The crucial 
issue was the possibility that she might fall and not be able to reach the phone.  
 Gram objected, insisting that she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. Then 
Mama offered my services. I was thirteen. What did I have in common with an 87-year-old 
woman? I had never spent fifteen minutes alone with Gram, and now Mama was volunteering 
for me to stay with her for two whole weeks! Mama said I could make a phone call if Gram fell, 
and I would keep her company. How could she?  
 Seizing on the opportunity to become acquainted with her oldest great-grandchild, 
Gram’s objections ceased immediately. I couldn’t hurt Gram’s feelings by protesting out loud. 
The rest of the family saw a problem solved, and Mama was roundly praised for such a 
wonderful resolution. 
 I was committed – against my will – but committed nonetheless. I tried to think of 
redeeming features for the week. The only one that came to mind was Gram’s TV. We did not 
own one, but I had seen The Big Payoff and You Bet Your Life several times when visiting friends. 
I decided I could tolerate Gram-sitting for two weeks in exchange for TV privileges. I knew for a 
fact this was not going to be fun. 
 Susannah Frances Livingston was the birth name of my great-grandmother. I often 
wondered how her parents could possibly have given such a big name to a tiny baby. Her 
schoolmates, including her best friend Virgie Adams who would become my mother’s other 
grandmother, shortened it and called her “Anna.”  My grandfather called her “Ma” and would 
have done anything for her. My mother, who could see her house on the hill from her backyard 
as a child, called her “Grandma Hannah.”  That distinguished her from “Grandma Berry” (nee 
Virgie Adams) who lived on a different hill behind Mama’s family. By the time I knew her, she 
was called “Gram” by grandchildren, great-grandchildren, most of her own children, other 
relatives, and a goodly number of friends. It was a friendly name given to her by a grandchild 
younger than my mother. 
 I only saw her in large family gatherings. Joining my sisters and cousins, we took our 
turns to pay deference to the family matriarch. We duly gave our names, ages, and school year. 
Gram told us how much we had grown. She asked how we were doing in school, what we liked 
to learn, and reminded us of the importance of an education. Then we ran off to accomplish 
what we saw as our real purpose in being at the reunion – playing games with cousins.  
 The time came and I rode the Trailways bus to Memphis to start my two weeks of duty. 
The first morning as we finished breakfast, Gram laid out the plan for the day. We needed to get 
into the garden out back before it got too hot. We quickly did the dishes and made the beds. All 
morning we worked in the vegetables and flowers. She told me their names and how to take 
care of them. Feeling that she needed some zinnias, she sent me to the store for a package of 
seeds.  
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 We planted a few in her bed when I got back. “I only need about half,” she said as she 
folded the top of the package down. “You take the rest home to plant in your garden.”  
 When we came inside about noon, she said, “I'll bet you’d like a hamburger for lunch.”  
She was right. She had her own version. Gram sautéed onions in the skillet before she put the 
hamburgers in. The smell started my mouth watering. She put special sweet pickles with the 
onions on the hamburger. Many times I have tried without success to duplicate that hamburger. 
It was the best I ever ate. We had one for lunch almost every day I was there. 
 As we ate, she began to tell tales of her past. They were funny, sad, touching, absorbing. 
The Big Payoff came and went. We lingered at the lunch table. Every time she started winding 
down, I asked another question. Off she went on another story.  
 Every day settled into the same pattern. Gram's stories were ever so much more 
entertaining than TV. One story told how she had never paid any attention to how often the 
young school teacher came to visit her parents until the girl across the road said, "Now, Anna, 
don't you get any ideas. Mr. Hannah is not coming to see you."  Then she began to notice he 
always stopped wherever she was to have a word with her before he went inside on his 
supposed mission to visit her father. They were married the next year. 
 Sometimes she would ask me to read poetry and stories to her. She said her eyesight 
was not all it had been, and she liked to hear her favorites read aloud. I already knew her 
hearing was not good. As I raised my voice so she could hear, she told me not to worry. She 
didn't want to disturb the next door neighbor who was very ill, and if she heard a word now and 
then she would remember enough to get the message. This did not make a lot of sense until the 
next couple of years in high school when I began to have her "favorites" in English classes. My 
reading aloud had been for me, not for her. 
 One story she asked me to read was about a great-grandfather and his great-grandson. 
As I read, I saw a relationship that was parallel to my relationship with her. Another ruse to get 
me to read the story!  She had read it already. 
 After one of our long morning work sessions, she said at lunch, “I don't know why I’m 
tired.”  
 Since I was tired at thirteen, I thought it was funny that someone her age would even 
wonder about it. I told Aunt Nobie what she had said at supper. Aunt Nobie laughed and said, 
“Well, Gram, you could be getting old.”   
 Now it was Gram's turn to laugh. She never saw that she was getting old. 
 The TV suffered from lack of use that week. Gram and I had a great time. She left me a 
legacy from that time we shared. She demonstrated that people who love life and have many 
interests don't have to get old when they grow old. I plan to forget to get old in the same way 
she did. 
 By the way, we have one daughter. We call her Anna. 
 


