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For indeed, with hardship, there'll be ease. Indeed, with hardship, there'll be ease. — Qur'an 94:5–6 
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EARLY SUMMER 2005 



A STORM WAS BREWING over Rivers County. Liza could smell the rain before the clouds rolled in. The fresh, earthy scent always put her at ease.

She’d nearly finished mowing the lawn she shared with Summer Freeman. The elder’s tiny farmhouse had fallen into disrepair. It needed a new roof and a fresh coat of paint. The small, rickety porch in front was infested with termites.

Summer had fallen ill. Her mind was bad. The court granted guardianship to her granddaughter Nicole, but it was time for “baby girl” to be about her business in the world. The old woman was holding her back. Summer refused to be placed in a nursing home. Liza felt “right bad” for both of them. She shook her head woefully at the thought of it all.

The wind was picking up now. She drove her mower toward a storage shed at the back of her home. Liza kept the tractor locked within.

Nicole was a nursing student at Yanabe Tech, the local community college. At the rate she was going, it would take three years to complete her degree, but she was determined to make it happen. Working a part-time job helped defray the cost of school. She worked first shift two days a week at Pine Grove nursing facility.

Liza looked in on Summer while Nicole was away. There wasn’t much else she could do. She was retired now and getting up in age herself. Nicole was barely nineteen. They rented videos from the local Blockbuster to keep the elder entertained. Summer sat quietly for hours before an old console television. Liza usually helped her into bed at night.

Springtime was almost over. The days were getting longer now, yet the overcast made it unusually dark and somber. Every now and then, a streak of lightning illuminated the heavens. Thunder rumbled in the distance soon after. The wind bowed the trees mercilessly.

Nicole snatched her laundry from the clothesline at the back of the house. They had an old washing machine inside, but her grandmother preferred drying clothes in the fresh air. She made a dash for the kitchen door, trying to beat the rain.

Liza startled the girl when she rushed in behind her. She’d nearly lost her sun hat to the wind. Liza held it firmly by the brim, grinning widely.

“Girl, them angels sure are whippin’ that rain around!”

“Doancha know, Miss Liza!”

Nicole sat her basket on the kitchen table and started folding sheets. Liza helped out. She’d taught the girl how to fold the fitted sheets. Nicole was a pro at it now, but Liza’s help made it easier.

“Well, I ‘spect my corn gone be history by the time this here storm blows over.”

“Yeah, but we sure can use the rain, Miss Liza! I ain’t never been one to complain about the Lord’s doings.”

“Sure you’re right!” Liza said.

The sky rumbled with thunder again. It sounded more pronounced now.

“Nicole, you home?” Summer called from the living room.

“Yes, Grandma, I’m here.”

Nicole abandoned her task to show herself. She wasn’t sure if the elder had heard. Liza tagged along behind her.

Wild Is the Wind was playing on the television. It was one of their favorite movies. Summer appeared to be watching from her recliner, but they both knew her mind was elsewhere. Nicole always kept her warm with a pretty patchwork quilt. They usually kept a fire going in the potbelly stove in the corner, but the weather was still warm.

Nicole did all her studying on the room’s old worn sofa. Her textbook lay open there with a purple backpack standing nearby.

Liza drew near the old woman.

“How you doin’ over there, Miss Summer?” she called.

The elder was slow to respond. Her eyes were still fixed on the television screen. Nicole grabbed the remote and turned the volume down. Her grandmother spoke before Liza could repeat herself.

“Slow motion! Slow motion!”

Liza laughed.

“I hear yah!” she teased. 

“Supper’s ready, Grandma. I ‘spect I’ll have to change you first. I swany, Miss Summer! You sure do keep me working. You’ve soiled about half a dozen sheets this week.”

They all flinched when another crack of thunder shook the foundation. The rain hammered down on the rooftop.

Summer met the girl’s eyes when she turned the television off.

“Nicole, gone and get them rags off the line before them injuns beat cha to it. I saw ‘em sneakin’ around the house a while ago. Now, you know bettuh than a leave anythang of mines hangin’ out aftuh dark.”

Summer’s offbeat demands always humored Nicole. The old woman still fancied herself in charge. Inwardly, Nicole wished that she was.

“Yes, ma’am,” she answered with a smile.

Liza looked dismayed and shook her head.

“Summer, the girl done already got the laundry off the line. You think you speakin’ to a child?”

The elder turned in the direction of her voice and stared.

“Star, is that you?” she asked.

“No, this ain’t none of no Star! Your daughter been dead for near ‘bout ten years. This here Liza Crane. Your next-door neighbor?”

Summer looked to the television again and withdrew into herself. Liza shook her head and followed Nicole back to the kitchen.

There was food on the stove range. The scent of stewed beef made Liza’s stomach growl. Nicole pulled a tray of homemade biscuits out of the oven. She’d learned how to make them watching her grandmother over the years. Liza longed to take a few home but didn’t want to seem greedy. Summer’s biscuits were the best she’d ever had.

Nicole placed them in a towel-lined basket then started on the next sheet.

“Lord have mercy, child! I don’t see how you stand it day after day. The Lord gone bless you for it. Now, that’s a fact!”

“She’s all I have, Miss Liza.”

Liza felt her heart sink as she kept watch. Nicole was beautiful. She had long, pretty hair just like Summer. It reached the midsection of her back when loose. She always made herself up real nice. The girl was fond of dresses but wore scrubs on the job. She kept her hair in a neat ponytail for work.

Beauty going to waste, Liza thought. She sighed and shook her head.

“Baby girl, maybe it’s time for you to start thinking about putting your granny in a home seeing that her mind ain't getting no better. Now, I know you don’t like hearing it said. But it just might be the best thing for both of you. Nicole, you’re a young woman now. And I know you don’t wanna end up an old maid like me, living all alone out here in these sticks. You deserve better!”

Nicole wasn’t interested in anyone’s opinion. It was a personal matter between her and Summer. She gave up on the folding and shoved everything back in the basket. Time was getting away from her. Summer needed to be fed. They always took their meals at the table.

She placed the basket in a cornered chair and prepared for dinner.

“Ain’t gone happen, Miss Liza. I’m all she’s got. Mama’s dead now. I’m not about to turn my back on her.”

Nicole placed cups next to the plates then turned to Liza.

“Grandma ain’t eatin’ much these days. I can set another place at the table if you’d like.”

Liza smiled appreciatively even though she felt like crying for the girl. She pulled an envelope from the bib of her overalls and handed it to Nicole.

“Child, I just came by to deliver this here letter. The mailman done messed around and put y’all’s mail in my box again.”

Nicole grabbed the envelope and looked it over. She recognized the handwriting instantly and smiled.

“I noticed it’s got that David fellah’s name on it,” Liza said. “Ain’t he that white boy who used to walk you home from school?”

“Yes, ma’am. This is David’s handwriting all right. He works at the Grove now. Lord, this boy is relentless! He just won’t take no for an answer.”

Liza laughed as she watched Nicole tear open the edge of the short ivory mailer. She pulled out a folded piece of stationery spritzed with Polo cologne. Liza tried to steal a peek, but Nicole was holding it too close.

“Wellsu! I wonder whatcha granny would have to say about that. Summer never would allow them boys to come near this house.”

“David’s cool,” Nicole answered with a shrug. “But I’m not interested in anyone at the moment.”

“Who has the time? I’m far too busy with school and work. Then there’s Grandma.”

Liza folded her arms. She longed to give the girl a good piece of her mind. Nicole could be stubborn at times, just like her granny. But Liza held her tongue.

“Well, that stew smells mighty fine!” she said. “But I best be moseyin’ on. Gotta finish off the rest of that ole hen. See y’all later.”

“Bye, Miss Liza.”

Liza started for the door but thought to check on Summer again. She peeped into the living area from the kitchen. The old woman was still staring at nothing.

“Lord, I’m feelin’ slow as an ole cooter myself, Slow Motion! Gettin’ old ain’t no joke, is it?”

There was no response. Summer remained unchanged. Liza laughed as she headed for the back door. The rain had tapered off just enough for her to dash back to her place without getting soaked.

“Baby girl, I want you to think about what I said. Time will slip away before you know it. Night-night, sugar.”

Nicole closed the door behind her and chained it. She shoved the letter in her pocket on her way back to Summer.

The girl knelt beside her elder and teased her hair, smiling contentedly. It had turned silver over the years but remained long and silky as ever. She braided it in two strands every night before bed.

Summer claimed Native heritage, but there was no evidence of it. Her eyes were monolid, but they had a grayish hue. Her skin was fair. 

Star Ann was Summer’s only child. She bore a striking resemblance to her mother. All that remained of her was a faded high school picture still hanging on the wall. The old woman’s eyes were fixed on the portrait.

“Now, did you hear that, Grandma? Ain’t nuthin gone separate us. We’re in this together. Right?”

Summer met her eyes and studied the girl’s face. Her “baby” was beautiful. But she dared not fill her head with foolish pride. That had been her mistake with Star Ann. She had guarded Nicole like a hawk while she was able.

“Ah’ll take a highball with my suppuh,” she said.

Nicole frowned at the request.

“Old woman!” she scoffed. “You know full well we don’t keep liquor in this house. Lord O’ Mercy! What I’m a do with you? I’m just gone feed you your supper, that’s what. Then I’m putting you to bed. I ain't got time to be fooling up with you tonight, Slow Motion. I have some serious studying to do.”

She rewarded the elder with a noisy cheek kiss then helped her to stand.
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IT WAS EARLY MORNING, yet the house was dark inside. The sky seemed to be threatening rain again, with the sun hidden behind the clouds.

Nicole lay asleep in bed. A gust of wind blew through an open window. It caused a vase to fall from the bureau and crash. Nicole sat straight up. It took a moment to regain her senses. Her heartbeat hastened when she realized that daylight had come. The alarm clock on her nightstand had failed to ring. It was seven in the morning. Nicole felt her blood run cold.

“Oh nooo!” she whined. “I’m gonna be late for class.”

A shock ran through her when she noticed that Summer was missing. Summer always slept on the right near the door.

“Grandma?” she called.

There was no reply. The house was still. Nicole scrambled out of bed and slipped on her robe.

“Lord, Jesus!” she declared. “I’ve been your faithful servant every Sunday. Why me?”

Nicole flipped on the light switch as she ventured from room to room.

“Grandma, where are you?” she called along the way.

The elder was nowhere to be found. Nicole’s heart sank when she found the back door standing ajar.

“Oh, Grandma, you didn’t!” she whined. “Okay, girl, keep it together. You can handle this no matter the outcome. This can’t be as bad as it looks.”

She ran to the bedroom and fished out a pair of old Nikes from beneath the bed. Nicole slipped them on in a hurry and took off for Miss Liza’s house.

Liza lived alone in a pretty two-story house nearly three times the size of her own. Nicole banged hard on the front door with her fist.

“Miss Liza?” she called. “Heeelp!”

She backed away to see if she could spot any movement in the windows above. Liza’s bedroom was at the front. She called down from the window on occasion, but she wasn’t moving fast enough for Nicole. She hurried back to the door and pounded again.

“Miss Liza, pleeease! It’s an emergency.”

She heard footsteps shuffling toward her. Liza unchained the door in a hurry and opened up.

“Baby girl! What’s got you so riled up this morning?”

“Grandma’s missing!” Nicole whined. “I’ve looked everywhere, Miss Liza. I think she’s out in the forest somewhere.”

“Well, for God’s sake! You supposed to be keepin’ an eye on her, Nicole.”

Liza regretted her words when Nicole broke down and cried. She hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings.

“Oh, girl, stop all that crying! That ain’t gone solve nuthin. Just wait here while I get my shoes on.”

There was no time to wait. They had heavy rainfall overnight. Shiloh Creek ran through the forest in back. The downpour had surely caused the water to swell.

Nicole set out for the forest on her own.

“Baby girl, come back here!” Liza shouted.

Her plea fell on deaf ears. Nicole kept running and disappeared into the thicket. Liza shook her head in complete dismay.

“Christ my master! This un here just ain’t my day.”

Liza knew she’d be no good to the girl in Isotoner house slippers. She pulled out a pair of rain boots from the coat closet then settled in a porch chair and put them on. She was still in her nightgown, but that didn’t matter to her. They had to find Summer in a hurry. Shiloh’s current flowed toward the reservoir a few miles down. She hoped for the best.

Nicole hadn’t been to the creek in a while, but she still knew the way. The thought of what she might find there frightened her. The wind whipped her hair across her face along the way. She tried to tie it back while searching in every direction.

“Grandma, you out here?” she called.

There was no response. The rain had started again. Nicole jacked her robe up over her head and ventured deeper into the forest.

“Grandma, if you can hear me, then say something.”

“Oh Lord, help me somebody! Please!”

The cry came from far away. It was definitely Summer’s voice. Nicole stopped in her tracks and waited for her to call out again.

“Help me! Help me! Help me somebody!”

Nicole’s heartbeat hastened as she trailed the elder’s voice. Just for a second, she wondered if it was all a horrible dream. But then she heard Summer’s call again.

“Help me, Lord Jesus! Help me!”

“Grandma, hold on!” Nicole yelled. “I’m almost there.”

Nicole overturned her ankle in her haste. She wasn’t sure if pain or fear was making her cry, but she willed herself to push on. She reached the bank before she realized. Its muddy water was frighteningly high.

She spotted her grandmother near the edge just a few feet ahead. Summer had somehow slipped into the water. Nicole knew she had to get her out before hypothermia set in. Her grandmother was a small woman, but she wasn’t sure if she could pull her out. They needed Liza’s help.

She could see now that the elder was holding on to the tree roots protruding from the bank. Summer feared going under if she let go for any reason. Her arms were growing weak. She cried aloud.

“Lord, have mercy. Help me, sweet Jesus! Help me!”

“Grandma, don’t move!” Nicole shouted. “I’m coming to get you. All right?”

The girl felt ridiculous for saying it. She didn’t know how she would do it without risking her own life. Nicole had never been much of a swimmer, but there was no time for doubting herself. She removed her robe and shoes and slipped into the water.

Nicole moved against the current while drudging toward Summer. She felt some sense of relief when Liza called for her.

“Nicole?”

“We’re in the creek, Miss Liza.”

Their voices echoed through the forest, but Liza was certain she was going in the right direction. She willed herself not to faint when she finally set eyes on Summer. The girl was just a few feet away from her now.

“Oh, Lord have mercy!” Liza called. “Baby girl, you be careful down there.”

Nicole paid her no mind. She’d sooner die than crawl out without her grandmother.

Nicole grabbed her by the waist. The elder let go and wrapped her arms around the girl’s neck, but Nicole still wasn’t sure how they’d get out. The banks were fairly high. So was the water.

Liza thought ahead. She’d grabbed a spool of twisted manila rope from the shed and brought it along with her. What she had in mind was a risk, but she tied it around her waist anyway and anchored herself to a tree. She dropped the other end into the water.

“Baby girl, over here,” she yelled.

Nicole trudged toward her while clinging covetously to Summer. Liza was certain that she could pull the elder up on her own. She had never been a fat woman but was tall and stout. Her middle-aged girth came in handy at times. She hoped that it would aid her in helping Summer and the girl.

“Take the rope, Miss Summer. I’m a try to pull y’all up.”

Summer did as she was told, with Nicole supporting her from the back. She was like a child again as Liza pulled with all her might. Nicole gave her leverage, easing Liza’s burden somewhat. The elder pursed her lips as she worked with them.

Liza managed to drag her out completely then came back for the girl. But Nicole refused her help. She scaled the tree roots and climbed out on her own.

Nicole rushed over to Summer and looked her over for injuries. The old woman was shivering from a mix of fear and cold. She looked exhausted.

“Grandma, are you hurt?”

“Ah wanna go home!” Summer cried.

“Well, whatchu doin’ out here anyway?” Liza scoffed. “Doancha know you could’ve gotten yourself killed?”

Summer stopped crying. Suddenly, her face was void of expression.

“Nicole, you let one a them injuns in the house yestidy. He told me a witch done worked a root on me. That’s why I’m sick. Ah come out heah tuh fetch a few thangs when that owl got to hootin’ outside my window last night. Well, ah reckon they knowed what I was up to and tried to pull me under!”
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