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Goodbye

––––––––
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Risen flowers. My sister read her poem aloud and that phrase suddenly hit me. She read it aloud to all of my other siblings as they sat on the floor, listening with their eyes wide. And there I sat. The darkness grinned at me with pleasure as I rocked back and forth in my chair. My wounds, wrapped up inside, seemed to pile into walls... like walls of dead flowers that were all once blooming with happiness. Like risen flowers. Every single flower representing a detail of my life.

“What’s the purpose of you living if you can’t even do anything?! I just cannot—,” my sister was screaming. 

I quietly pursed my lips to keep my screams inside. Lottie noticed this and stopped Charlotte’s demands.

“You’re gonna hurt her—,” cut off Lottie. 

We have had this conversation every day since our Mum died, about how I wasn’t useful and did nothing. I stopped listening to the scolding, tuning everyone out. It is hard living with six siblings and no parents.

Charlotte is the oldest of us all. She always finds a reason to be harsh. Lottie, our second oldest, unlike Charlotte, is easy to talk to. 

Our parents are a different story. Both Mum and Father are gone. They both died two years ago. We lost our Grandfather, Mother, and Father all in one day. All because of this war.

When my parents died, it was 1937, and I was just a small child. This year, I turned twelve, but I miss the days when I was nine, more than anything.

“Olivia, are you alive?” Charlotte gave me a hard shove. “You know what, I don’t care.” She was mumbling. I ignored that and just said, “Sorry Charlo—” but I stumbled.

“If only I had time for your daydreaming, but I don’t! Get on with your work,” interrupted Charlotte. “Go slice some bread with butter and brew some tea for everyone.” I wonder if by everyone she meant for me as well. 

I sighed as there suddenly was a thud on the door.

“I’ll get it,” I said as I began crawling towards the door.

“Get up on your feet and go slice some bread,” barked Charlotte.

I forced back tears, swallowing hard. I wanted to spit out the saltiness that had gotten into my mouth. I silently stared into horrible darkness and began to slice the bread again. Lottie came into the kitchen. I turned my head as if to look away.

“It’s okay Olivia. We all know Charlotte is just having a hard time taking care of five of us and—”

“Ahhh!” I screeched. Lottie also shrieked. I dropped the knife I was using. Just another mistake I made. What is wrong with me? I felt my finger. For an instant I’m happy I’m blind as I feel the wound I made.

“Olivia! Are you okay? Wrap your finger in a wet towel! How could you forget—” Lottie paused as she was asking, realizing there’s no use. I heard her voice quiver as she panicked. I felt the water trickle down my fingers as she cleansed my hand.

“Is Sissy okay?” asked Elsie as she ran into the room. Elsie was the youngest of us all. She was only about three, I think.

“Hold still, Elsie! I need to braid your hair!” complained Lucy as she ran into the kitchen following Elsie. Their bare feet sounded like a galloping horse against the old wooden floors.

Lucy was only about eight and so was Laurie. If you didn’t know, Lucy and Laurie were twins.

Lucy gasped. 

I swiftly turned my head and whacked her with my long braid of hair. Her mouth snapped shut. She watched quietly as Lottie wrapped my finger in a towel. Then Lottie took the bread and started slicing. Elsie just stood there in an unusual silence.

“Is Olivia going to die?” Elsie asked in a whisper. Lucy slapped her forehead as she laughed at Elsie.

“No! Run along now. And Lucy, braid Elsie’s hair and tuck her in bed. No stories tonight. We have a little business to take care of,” Lottie was quick to respond as she touched my skin with the damp towel.

Soon I was told to set the table. I took out the plates, and I suddenly remembered to be careful, since they were Mum’s favorite.

Thirty minutes later, the table was set. At least I can do that without being able to see. I came upstairs and kissed Elsie goodnight. Soon, I was quietly crawling into my tiny bed Father made for me before he left for the military. I tucked myself under a few of my blankets and pillows that were all hand sewn by Mother. 

I quietly waited for Lottie to come upstairs and bring me what she could sneak into her pockets for me to eat. Charlotte never let me eat anything but leftovers. My stomach grumbled. I sighed and buried my head into my pillow, soon realizing that I was being ungrateful. 

God gave me so many different things like clothes, family, a home, water, pillows, blankets, a bed, a dining table, a life! Yet, I still have a want for all the things I don’t have. Why don’t I have nice clothing, and parents, and new pillows, and new fuzzy long blankets, and a bigger bed, and more dining table chairs, and why am I blind!?

I heard Laurie abruptly come in shouting something I couldn’t even understand until he stopped mid-sentence. He climbed up to the room Lottie and I shared and stood quietly as if he were waiting for me. 

I laughed at myself. Why would he be waiting for me? 

Then, I realized, I was being waited for as Laurie came up to me and tugged me out of my bed. Slowly and cautiously, I climbed down the little stairs Father made especially for me so I would never fall. 

As I approached the table, I heard Charlotte loudly chuckle. I sat down and stiffened as I heard Charlotte chuckle again. Lottie offered me some tea trying to break the silence.

“Charlotte, I don’t think this is fair, I—” Lottie silenced, then sat back down with her back hitting the chair with a crash. But I wasn’t scared. If I could help it, I’d never be scared. But there’s always something to be afraid of if you’re not with God.

“So, I have some news,” Charlotte said proudly.

Lucy sat down with a thump. I sat there longing for something to eat as Laurie was stuffing his mouth with slices of bread and pork.

“You all are leaving for Birmingham, England tomorrow,” Charlotte announced. She covered up an excited giggle with a cough. Laurie stopped chewing and Lucy started to sniffle quietly. Lottie touched my arm. I was glad I couldn’t see her sober face.

“Oh sorry. I thought you were leaving tomorrow. Well, nevermind. Let’s be grateful you’re even leaving. Elsie shall join you,” Charlotte said with a hard pat on my head. I felt the wave of her anger hit me through her hand. I shuddered.

Even though I couldn’t see, I could feel her glare after I shuddered. I felt a swoosh of wind. I squinted expecting to be hit. But I didn’t feel anything because Elsie came down the stairs.

“Where is Mum?” she asked for the first time ever.

Charlotte froze. She sounded as if she were ready to just fall on her knees and cry. She didn’t, of course, because she was too prim and proud to do that. She just let silence hang in the air as if time were frozen. 

Then, Lottie directed me to the bed where Charlotte sleeps, sat down, and patted her lap for Elsie to sit. She was signaling for us to sit with her. As I dumbly stood there, Lucy stood up and pulled a chair up to the bed for me. I quietly thumped down in my chair, relieved that Elsie saved me. I wiped sweat off my face. Laurie ran towards us but then slowed down when he came closer.

Charlotte began:

“Mum is in heaven,” she said, rubbing Elsie’s head. “But we must not be sorrowful for I know she is watching over us.”

Wrong. That’s not what we heard in church when we used to go, but Charlotte never seemed to care or believe.

“Storytime!” shrieked Elsie.

“Okay fine. When you, Elsie, were a tiny baby, Mum used to wrap you in a blanket and rock you to sleep. When that bomb hit Grandpa’s house, that blanket you were wrapped in, Elsie, saved your life.”

“Charlotte just smiled,” whispered Lucy to me. She was pretty much my eyes since I couldn’t see. 

I froze. 

Charlotte smiled. 

Charlotte smiled!!! 

For the first time in two years! Two whole years! 

Well, except for the evil smiles Lottie told me Charlotte made, but I’m pretty sure Charlotte actually smiled this time.

I could hear Charlotte reaching into a cabinet. Mum’s old cabinet. One I was forbidden by Charlotte to touch. 

She pulled out a ragged little blanket that I got to briskly feel as she swung it to Elsie. It was about the size of my whole leg, which was the size of Elsie. The blanket swung against the lower shelf of the cabinet. Lottie gasped as a bunch of Mum’s things poured out onto the floor. I managed to stuff a little box and a stuffed toy under the bed so I could get it later.

“When that bomb hit grandpa’s house, Elsie was covered in this blanket. But if Olivia hadn’t grabbed you, Elsie, then you would’ve been dead,” Charlotte continued. 

I found myself gaping. I didn’t realize I saved anyone. I just went into panic and grabbed Elsie.

I felt Lucy and Lottie touch my arm at the same time. I could feel them both beaming with pride.

“Anyways,” Charlotte snorted, annoyed by us. “Lottie led Olivia to the shelter even though everyone thought she was crazy.”

“I’m proud of that moment and always will be!” said Lottie, hugging me tightly.

“Yeah, well, all I saved were Mum’s antique China plates and had no one to thank me for it,” Charlotte mumbled but I heard it loud and clear, as loud as the sirens that went off the second she said that.

* * *
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The sirens hurt my ears. I didn’t know what to do. 

My thoughts got interrupted by a sudden tug on my arm. It was Elsie. And just as I picked her up, Lottie pulled my arm. It hurt more than when Laurie pinched me. Lottie still had a grip on my arm even as she tucked us all under the bed and blankets. 

Charlotte must have done the same in her room because she wasn’t with us. Our Anderson shelter was only being built. Not that we would need it after we left anyways. 

I sat quietly under the bed that Lottie and I shared. The air felt heavy, and my body was rushed between the bed and the floor. All of my little siblings wriggled uncomfortably. I sighed, thinking how lucky Charlotte was to be alone without Lucy, Laurie, and Elsie.

Honestly, though, now, I take that all back. I never even got to say goodbye.
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Leaving Poole

––––––––
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We were under that bed for what felt like 3 days even though Lottie said it was only a few hours. I felt myself over to check if I was any taller. Yep, definitely only a few hours. We had a good night’s sleep under that bed. I never realized how comfortable it was. 

I started to walk towards the window and to Mum’s rocking chair, where I liked feeling the sun as I sewed. But instead of getting a warm greeting from the sun, I felt a heavy wind and sharp objects that hit me, repeatedly. I screamed in frustration.

“What’s the matter Olivia?” asked Lottie, but then she turned her back to me as I felt her dress and hair lightly slap me. 

“Oh! Just shut the window silly!

“They’re just ashes. Hey, is that a note?” Lottie just stood there for a moment until she fell back down.

“Lottie!” I shrieked. I felt around the floor until I found her. I felt her hands, and they were oddly sweaty and clammy. There was something in her hands. I took it out of her hands. 

Paper! 

I had paper in my hands! 

I had never felt paper and it was thin and weird. 

It had some carving in it that I could feel. I wanted to see what it would be like to tear it but since Lottie fainted while reading it, I figured it was important.

I wonder where Charlotte is. I started walking towards the kitchen, but tiny sparks of pain kept on going off in my foot.

“Careful with the ashes and—”

“Laurie, sweep the floor. Lucy, please get that paper out of Lottie’s hand and lay it on the table. Don’t you dare read it; I don’t want you fainting too. Elsie, grab a bunch of pillows and blankets for Lottie,” I instructed as I walked to the kitchen to get a wet towel. 

When I walked back to Lottie, I placed the towel on her head. I sat and nodded so all my siblings would sit down. I handed the paper to Lucy.

“Read,” I told her firmly but kindly.

“Dear Lottie and family, I just went out to check if the neighbors had any blankets left. We ran out. We will pay them back, so scrape together some money. I will be back. Lottie, please don’t make me come home to your fainting. Also, Olivia be careful of those ashes. We can’t afford them getting into your eyes. Love, Charlotte.”

Lucy read as she jumped up, “Laurie, get your coat on! We will go outside for a bit to look through what got bombed next door!” 

Lucy ran out the door.

“Guess we won’t have to pay them back,” Laurie shrugged. I knew he looked at me for approval to leave. I nodded, and seconds later he dashed out the door.

“Stay safe,” I whispered.

* * *
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I must wake Lottie up! Her screaming is horrible! She must be having a nightmare or something.

“For goodness’ sake! STOP YELLING!!!!” I shouted. Lottie suddenly stopped screaming.

“Olivia? Where is— I have to— whoever—” she sounded tired and restless even though she’d fainted for an hour and a half.

“Relax, you tough cookie.” I bumped into her side with my elbow laughing. “Take a break. You took care of us overnight, let alone under a bed. Now it’s my turn,” I said as Lottie got herself up to sit at the dining table with me.

“I— where are Lucy and Laurie? Are you alright?” she asked as she hugged me closely. Elsie reached up to me and plopped down on my lap.

“Yes, I’m fine, why?” I asked.

Just then, Laurie and Lucy stormed in. Lucy sounded like she had been caught in a storm.

“...and she died, and—” she shouted in between sobs. It sounded like a song that only went up and down, but a loud and shaky one. Lottie stood up, and I wasn’t really sure what she really did, but I think she just took Lucy and hugged her tightly. As soon as Lottie started sobbing too, she let go of Lucy.

When Lucy got released from Lottie’s hug, she started fussing and kicking things. I started rocking Elsie just to get her to stop shaking. There was so much noise I couldn’t even hear myself think.

“STOP!!!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. 

It went silent. 

The only thing I could hear was Elsie giggling over how I screamed so loud. Lottie, Laurie, and Lucy all sat down. I tapped my fingers on the table impatiently. Then, Lottie spoke up:

“The reason I fainted—”

“Charlotte died?” Elsie asked. Lottie softly touched my shoulder. I instantly felt sick. 

Our older sister had died. 

Died. 

Died while we giggled and braided each other’s hair under a bed.

For hours, we all sat around just doing nothing. We didn’t know what to do. Suddenly, Lottie began.

“Okay,” She sniffled. “Let’s just cheer up. Everyone, pack their suitcases for tomorrow. Tomorrow is the day we leave our old life behind and start a new one.”

I grabbed my old fabric valise and started packing. I packed my necessities first and then stuff I wanted second. I packed Mum’s hairbrush, Mum’s hair clips she gave me, my one nice dress, and my only other dress that was made out of only cotton. 

Then, I remembered the tiny box and stuffed toy I had stuffed under the bed. I ran downstairs and took out the box and toy. 

Then, I opened Mum’s cabinet. I inhaled and grabbed everything in the cabinet. I knew Lottie wouldn’t be happy with me snooping in cabinets, so I called over Lucy to come help me instead of Lottie. I tiptoed up the stairs with my hands full of different objects.

“Lucy, what is this little box?” I asked as she approached my room. I handed her the box that I had stuffed under the bed.

“That’s not a box, it’s a journal, where you write things. It says inside it was Mum’s gift on her 12th birthday from Grandma,” Lucy said with a little giggle.

“What is this stuff?” I asked, pointing at the pile of stuff I had grabbed from the cabinet. 

Lucy gasped and suddenly leaped on my bed. I bounced from the way she jumped onto it.

“Witney!” she shrieked, grabbing something out of the pile. I felt the biggest part of what she had grabbed. 

I also shrieked.

“Witney, dear Witney!” I held my hand out waiting for the small doll to be put into my hand. Lucy put her into my hand, and I hugged the doll tightly. I felt her small, ragged face and her loose head. I felt her ragged hair that I had spent many nights untangling and then braiding string by string until she had soft and fluffy hair in a braid.

I handed her back to Lucy. I picked up the next object. 

Lucy flopped onto the bed and was also looking at the little thing I had picked up. I had felt it for a few seconds before I had said, “Lucy, would you mind fetching Laurie? Tell him we have a surprise.”

“Yes, Olivia,” Lucy said as she opened the small door that connected my room with Laurie’s. A
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