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PRAISE FOR CHASING LILACS



      “Prepare to laugh, cry, and pray as you inhale each poignant word of this stunning debut novel. Simply unforgettable!”


      —Patti Lacy, author of An Irishwoman’s Tale, 2008 Forward Magazine Book of the Year Finalist, and What the Bayou Saw


      “CHASING LILACS is the kind of coming-of-age story that sticks to you beyond the last page. Unforgettable characters, surprising

         plot twists, and a setting so Southern you’ll fall in love with Texas. Carla Stewart is a new talent to watch!”

      


      —Mary E. DeMuth, author of Daisy Chain and A Slow Burn


      “Carla Stewart writes a tender story with such emotional impact, you will hope, fear, cry, and rejoice with her characters.

         Readers will find themselves cheering Sammie on through her ordeals as she seeks love and forgiveness.”

      


      —Janelle Mowery, author of Love Finds You in Silver City, Idaho


      “Gripping! Nostalgic and filled with bittersweet memories, Carla Stewart’s CHASING LILACS captured my imagination, and my

         heart, from the moment I started reading.”

      


      —Elizabeth Ludwig, award-winning author and speaker


      “Endearing characters, twists that propel the story ever forward, and soul-searching questions combine to create a heart-tugging

         tale of self-reflection and inward growth. Carla Stewart’s CHASING LILACS carried me away to 1950s small-town Texas… and I

         wanted to stay. I highly recommend this insightful, mesmerizing coming-of-age tale.”

      


      —Kim Vogel Sawyer, bestselling author of My Heart Remembers


      

         “Carla Stewart’s debut novel, CHASING LILACS, is a deeply emotional masterpiece. Witty dialogue and normal teen antics nicely

         balance the thought-provoking introspection and dramatic storyline. Young Sammie, the heroine, is both a normal kid and wise

         beyond her years. Reminiscent of slower-paced days gone by, CHASING LILACS takes you back to days forgotten and leaves you

         inspired.”

      


      —Vickie McDonough, award-winning author of 18 books and novellas, including the Texas Boardinghouse Brides series


      “It’s the fifties—Elvis is on the radio, summer is in the air, and a young girl tries to understand the mystery that is her

         mother. Like its heroine, Sammie Tucker, this gripping and emotional debut will find its way into your heart.”

      


      —Shelley Adina, Christy finalist and award-winning author of the All About Us series


      “Guilt and redemption are at the soul of this heartwarming tale of a little girl searching for her mother’s love. Carla takes

         us back to a simpler time and a simpler place with wit, wisdom, and insight. God bless her.”

      


      —Charles W. Sasser, author of God in the Foxhole and Arctic Homestead


      “Carla Stewart has crafted a wonderful story in the style of To Kill a Mockingbird with compelling characters you will care about.”

      


      —Margaret Daley, award-winning, multi-published author in the Christian romance genre


      “A remarkable debut novel. Carla Stewart cleverly captures the stark simplicity of a young girl’s voice with all the masterful

         qualities of powerful prose. Unforgettable.”

      


      —Susan Meissner, author of The Shape of Mercy


      

         “A 1950s story that captures the mood of that time as well as my heart, Carla Stewart’s debut CHASING LILACS unfolds masterfully.

         An original setting, quick wit, startlingly real characters, and a foreboding presence combine into a fast-paced, meaningful

         read. Traversing through many a dark and secretive corner of the human mind, yet always with humor, Ms. Stewart leads the

         reader toward a blindingly pure hope.”

      


      —Christina Berry, author of The Familiar Stranger


      “Carla Stewart’s lovely voice intrigued me from the start. This well-written story swept me right into Sammie’s world and

         left my heart singing. A beautiful coming-of-age tale, CHASING LILACS is a captivating debut.”

      


      —Tina Ann Forkner, author of Ruby Among Us and Rose House


      “Breathe in the scent of CHASING LILACS—nostalgic, yet fresh and real. Carla Stewart has a delicious way with words, and her

         characters and story are gripping and touching. This is a book to share with friends over coffee and dessert. But your friends

         will have to buy their own copies because you won’t want to let go of yours.”

      


      —Sarah Sundin, author of A Distant Melody
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       To my dad, Mike Brune, and in memory of my mom, Pat Brune.


      You taught me to believe: first in Jesus, then in myself.


      You are loved.
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            [ ONE ]


      THAT JUNE, RIGHT AFTER I finished sixth grade, Norm MacLemore’s nephew came to Texas for a visit. Benny Ray Johnson brought home a new Edsel. And

         Mama tried to take her life for the first time.

      


      We lived at Graham Camp then—a petroleum plant with company housing. A spot in the Panhandle of Texas where the blue of the

         sky hurt your eyes and the wind bent the prairie grass into an endless silk carpet as far as you could see in every direction.

         God’s country, some people called it. While it may be true that God created that corner of the world, it crossed my young

         mind that he must have been looking the other way when it came to Mama. Why else would Mama’s spells, as Daddy called them,

         drive her deeper into her quilts? Lights out. Shades drawn.

      


      Her spell that June had gone on longer than most, and she seemed to be slipping farther away. I hoped my being out of school

         might snap her out of it, and I had no trouble inventing excuses to linger in the house and be of some use to Mama. Mostly,

         she let me fetch her things. An ice bag for her headache. Another one of those pills from the brown bottle.

      


      I tiptoed in and out with her requests and studied her for signs of improvement. With every smile or pat on my hand, my insides

         lurched. Maybe today she’ll suggest we bake a cake. Or take a walk down

             to Willy Bailey’s store. I would have settled for just having her sit with me on the couch and watch television.

      


      Please don’t get me wrong. Mama was the primary thing on my mind, but a few days into the summer, I began to get restless.

         Itchy. As I scribbled ideas for the newspaper my best friend, Tuwana Johnson, and I planned to write, my mind drifted, wondering

         what the next three months would hold. When the floorboards creaked beside me, I looked up, startled to see Mama shuffling

         into the front room. A little flutter came into my chest. Mama’s robe hung limp on her thin frame, the belt trailing behind.

      


      My gaze traveled to her face, searching for signs that the fog had lifted. One look at her eyes and I knew nothing had changed.

         Flat. Muddy. Looking at me, but not really seeing me.

      


      “Hi, Mama. You want to watch Queen for a Day?” I kept my voice light, airy, and made room for her on the couch beside me.

      


      She flopped down. “Not those wretched stories. It would give me a headache all over again. No television.”


      “You’re feeling better, then? No headache?”


      She fiddled with the button on the cushion. “Not exactly.”


      Her answer could have gone either way. Not exactly better. Or not exactly a headache. A huge silence hung between us.


      Before I could think of something else to say, the back door slammed and Daddy came in. Even without seeing him, I knew the

         routine. Hard hat on the hook by the back door. The plunk of the metal lunch box on the kitchen counter. Then Daddy clomped

         through in his steel-toed boots and appeared in the kitchen doorway.

      


      “Hey, Rita. Good to see you up.” He leaned over and brushed his lips across Mama’s cheek.


      She dipped her head away and pushed herself up from the couch, whisked around the end, and pattered to the bathroom. Not a

         single word.

      


      

         When Daddy winked at me, I couldn’t tell if he was trying to cheer me up or cover the disappointing welcome from Mama.

      


      Mama came from the bathroom and stood, feet apart, robe gaping over the same nightgown she’d worn all week. Her fingers curled,

         white-knuckled, around the brown pill bottle.

      


      “I’m out of pills.” She held out the bottle.


      “You know, sugar, I could take tomorrow off. Take you into Mandeville and see Doc.” He put his arm around her slumping shoulders,

         but she shrugged him off.

      


      “I don’t need to see Doc. I need my pills.”


      “Seems to me they ain’t doing much good. Maybe Doc could give you a different brand or something….”


      She shoved the bottle into Daddy’s calloused hand. “And what am I supposed to do until tomorrow?” Her eyes darted around,

         jerky little movements. “Please. Take Sammie with you. Just get them.”

      


      She backed up the few paces to her room, then turned and shut the door.


      Daddy thumped me on the arm. “You up for a root-beer float?”


      In other words, we were going into town to get Mama’s pills and could stop at the Dairy Cream on the way home.


      He didn’t say anything the whole twelve miles, just tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, his eyes aimed straight ahead.

         I counted rusty brown cows with white faces and wished Mama had some physical thing wrong, like a broken leg or appendicitis,

         so we could say, “Just two more weeks and she’ll be good as new.” But deep down I knew it was something else. I just didn’t

         know what.

      


      In the waiting room, I thumbed through a dog-eared Highlights magazine while Daddy went into Doc’s office. When they came out, Daddy put the refilled bottle in his shirt pocket, and Doc

          handed me a peppermint stick. “Take good care of your mother, Sammie.”

      


      I should have taken Doc’s advice.


      But the next morning, Daddy told me Mama needed to rest. “Go on and have some fun.”


      Sunshine peeked through the window above the kitchen sink. It didn’t really take any convincing on Daddy’s part. I slipped

         on my Keds and took off. Sweet, dewy grass and a drift of rose scent gave me a heady feeling as I walked the two streets over

         to Tuwana’s. When she opened the door, the smell of peanut butter cookies floated out. Delicate, sugary sensations tickled

         my nose. Tuwana flounced into the kitchen and snitched us each a cookie. I took tiny bites and let each morsel melt in my

         mouth.

      


      I thanked Mrs. Johnson and licked my lips around a stray crumb. She smiled through pink lipstick and told me it was nothing,

         that she was glad to see me. Wiping her hands on a starched, dotted-Swiss apron, she turned back to the cookies.

      


      Tara and Tommie Sue, Tuwana’s little sisters, giggled above the blare of the television. Through the organdy curtains that

         billowed out from the window breeze, the sun scattered dust motes. I just stood there, soaking up the clatter, until Tuwana

         dragged me out onto the front porch. We painted our fingernails, then our toenails, and between it all, talked about a lot

         of nothing.

      


      When the noon whistle shrilled through every inch of Graham Camp, it surprised me that the whole morning had flown by. Not

         once had I thought about Mama.

      


      Running into the wind, my hair streamed behind me as I cut through the Barneses’ backyard, darted past a row of tin garages,

         and zipped into the house. I took a second to catch my breath and listen for Mama, but the hum of the Frigidaire was all I

         heard. I went to the bathroom, flushed, and reached for the faucet to wash

          my hands. That’s when I noticed the brown pill bottle on the back of the toilet.

      


      The lid lay off to the side. I picked it up to screw it back on, thinking Mama had been careless when she took her last dose.

         The bottle was empty. I scanned the bathroom. No other bottles. No other pills laying around.

      


      A tingle zipped up my spine. I raced into Mama’s room, shadowy and stale, and squinted to make out her body curled under her

         quilt—asleep, it looked like. I touched her lightly on the shoulder.

      


      “Mama, wake up. It’s time for lunch.”


      She didn’t move.


      I gave her a little shake, not wanting her to yell at me if she had another headache.


      Nothing.


      A knot formed in my throat. Her mouth sagged toward the pillow, her face ghostly white. I moved the quilt and lifted her hand,

         but it flopped back against the sheet. Check her pulse.


      I looked around, wondering if someone had said the words or if I had just thought them. Check her pulse. How? What did Miss Good from health class teach us? Which side of the wrist? Thumb on the inside of the wrist. No, maybe

         it was the index finger. Think. Think. Think.


      Forget the pulse. Check her breathing. I leaned down close, hoping to hear some air coming from Mama’s mouth. My own heart banged against my chest, filling my ears

         with its thump, thump, and I knew it was useless. Even if Mama were breathing, I would never hear it.

      


      I flew out the back door, ducked under the clothesline, and tore through Goldie Kuykendall’s yard. Not even bothering to knock,

         I ran in and yelled, “Goldie! Help!”

      


      

         Goldie listened to my blubbering and picked up the telephone. “We’ve got an emergency over at the Tuckers’. Get Joe straightaway….

         Tell him his wife swallowed a bottle of pills.”

      


      She hung up and made another phone call. Then another. A ticking clock in my head screamed “Hurry!” but the next thing I knew,

         Goldie grabbed my hand and rushed us across our backyards to my house.

      


      Already, like some strange magic, neighbors appeared, whispering, asking what had happened. I broke loose from Goldie’s grip,

         and as I raced up the steps to the front door, I heard Daddy’s Chevy screech to a halt. Red-faced from working in the boiler

         room at the plant, he stormed past me. Goldie took my hand and whispered, “Wait.” In no time, the screen door swung open,

         nearly knocking me down. Daddy stepped out carrying Mama. He put her in the car and ducked into the backseat beside her. Brother

         Henry from the Hilltop Church got behind the wheel and roared off.

      


      A sweaty, sick feeling came over me, and the faces of those gathered on our lawn blurred. My thoughts jumbled as I caught

         the words crying shame, poor Sammie, mercy sakes. I waited for someone to say that Mama was alive, that everything would be all right, but no one did. Then a horrible thought

         crept in. Doc told me to take care of Mama. Why, oh why, hadn’t I done what he said? I tried to swallow, but my throat had

         shut itself off, and I knew why.

      


      It was all my fault.


   

      


            [ TWO ]


      A TERRIBLE SHAKING STARTED SOMEWHERE deep inside, cold and trembly. Goldie’s arm around my shoulders steadied me but didn’t stop the clammy breakout on my scalp

         and neck. She sat beside me on the couch in her front room and held me.

      


      “Take it easy. I know you’re scared.” She held me close, her arms sturdy around me. She smelled of disinfectant and something

         woody or earthy. I leaned against her, gulping in buckets of air, letting her soft bosom cushion me.

      


      Gradually my breaths returned to normal, and I eased away from her. A zigzaggy scratch stung on my arm, smeared with crusty

         blood.

      


      Goldie noticed it too. “Gracious, you’ve got a nasty scrape. What happened?”


      I shrugged and had the faintest recollection of running by Goldie’s rosebush screaming for help. Now the jagged line brought

         back the reminder of Mama. I sucked in another big breath and shivered. Goldie went to her kitchen and brought back a wet

         rag and a small brown bottle with a skull and crossbones on the label. Gently, she washed my arm.

      


      “Just a bit more, Sammie.” She blew on my arm, then painted a red streak of “monkey blood” on the scratch. My shoulders hunched

         together. It burned like fire.

      


      

         We both blew on it, and before I could think, I blurted out, “Do you think Mama was breathing?”

      


      Goldie’s Buster Brown hair swayed across her round-as-the-moon face. She nodded in a way that could have meant anything. She

         patted me on the cheek, her green eyes drooping at the corners, and I could tell she really didn’t know.

      


      After that, she hovered around me, brushing the hair out of my eyes one minute, straightening up the Baptist Messenger magazines on the end table the next. A honky-tonk song crackled over the Philco radio, and Goldie walked over to fine-tune

         the static from Hank Williams’s “Cold, Cold Heart.”

      


      Just as she straightened up, the phone rang. Two short jangles. One long. My body stiffened as Goldie and I looked at each

         other.

      


      Daddy? So soon? My stomach knotted up.

      


      Goldie’s thick fingers fumbled with the receiver, her voice croaky as she answered. Her face didn’t show anything as she listened

         and then motioned for me to come over.

      


      Gripping the phone, I said hello.


      “She’s holding her own, Sis,” Daddy said on the other end.


      My breath whooshed out.


      He went on. “I’ll be staying the night, to be here when she wakes up. I think Goldie’ll be all right with you staying there.

         Don’t worry. I’ll see you in the morning.” Click.

      


      Alive. Mama’s alive. I stared into the receiver. It was good news, wasn’t it? But what did he mean “holding her own”? Holding her own what? I

         hung up, my feet planted to the floor. In my head, Mama’s arms and legs dangled like a marionette’s from Daddy’s arms. Daddy’s

         face had no expression, just his jaw clamped tight, like the wooden Indian we’d once seen at a filling station.

      


      “What did he say?” Goldie’s voice brought me back.


      

         “She’s holding her own. He’s staying at the hospital until she wakes up.” Well, that was something anyway—thinking she’d wake

         up. “He thought I could stay here until then.”

      


      “Praise be. Yes, of course you can stay here. Thank you, Jesus.” She squeezed me tightly, then held me out at arm’s length.

         “You must be starved. I’m fixing us some soup, and then you can help me with those critters out there.” She motioned toward

         the back of the house, to the aviary attached to her porch. I nodded, glad to have something to keep my mind off Mama hanging

         by a string in some strange hospital room.

      


      After stirring the chicken noodle soup Goldie made, I couldn’t take a single bite. Bits of the pale chicken popped to the

         top every time I moved the spoon, and the smell made me sick. I tried a saltine cracker, which felt like gravel in my throat.

         I pushed my bowl away, and Goldie didn’t mention it, just tossed her head toward the aviary.

      


      She held the door for me, and together we entered the porch work area. A pine-plank table sat along the wall with rows of

         feed sacks propped beside it. A screen door led into the aviary. There were box cages full of flapping, colorful parakeets

         whistling and chirping, louder than a flock of spooked blackbirds. The cages lined one whole wall, rows stacked upon one another

         with space between each one. I counted eight across and five high and multiplied them in my head. Forty cages. Each one had

         a tray that slid out so we could remove the soiled newspaper. A faint smell, like cat pee, filled the air.

      


      Goldie handed me a stack of newspapers. “New liners for the cages after I pull the dirty ones out.” She went to work.


      “It’s my fault, you know,” I said to the room in general. The parakeets twittered louder now that we’d riled them. “Do you

         think it’s my fault, Goldie?” I shouted above the aviary racket. “You know… Mama taking those pills?”

      


      

         “Lord, have mercy. Where’d you ever get a cockeyed notion like that?” She threw a used newspaper into an empty feed sack.

      


      “Daddy didn’t want to get the pills for her. He said she needed to try something else for those spells she gets. If I’d stayed

         home this morning—”

      


      “No one’s going to be putting blame.” Her green eyes peered into mine. “Things happen. If we were meant to understand it all,

         we wouldn’t be needing the Almighty, now would we?”

      


      “You mean God?”


      “Sammie Tucker, listen to me. God loves your mother the same as you and me. He created each and every one of us, and no two

         people on this green earth are exactly alike. We all got our own ways, and to go figuring out the mind of someone else is

         a plumb waste of time. Your mama’s gonna be just fine.” She went back to yanking the smelly papers from the trays.

      


      I wanted to believe her, really I did, but holding her own and just fine didn’t sound like the same thing to me. And that picture in my head of Mama dangling by a wire darted in and out no matter

         how much I tried to stop it. No, it was definitely my fault, and tomorrow, when Daddy brought Mama home, I knew what I had

         to do. Protect Mama. Make her well. Doc said to take care of her, and that’s exactly what I would do.

      


      But when Daddy picked me up at Goldie’s early the next morning, he didn’t bring Mama. He told us she woke up and could state

         her name and knew that it was June 1958. He thanked Goldie for putting up with me and took me home.

      


      My insides itched to know about Mama, but Daddy seemed off in some other world.


      “How is she?” I blurted out, louder than I intended.


      

         “Doing better. Fair to middlin’, I’d say.” He disappeared into the bathroom. While the water ran in the bath and he clanged

         around shaving and what all, a million questions played ping-pong in my head. My feet wouldn’t stay still. I tapped one foot,

         arms crossed, waiting for Daddy. Why hadn’t Mama come home with him? Why was he in such an all-fired hurry to get cleaned

         up?

      


      He came out, a piece of red-dotted toilet paper stuck on his chin, and disappeared into his bedroom. I watched from the doorway

         as Daddy threw some of Mama’s things into a suitcase and snapped it shut. Straightening, he motioned for us to go outside.

      


      We sat on the cement steps of the porch, the morning sun filtering through the trees and making kaleidoscope patterns at our

         feet.

      


      “Mama’s gonna need some help.” He took a pack of Camels from his shirt pocket and fished one out. He tapped one end on his

         silver lighter before cupping his hand around the cigarette and lighting up. A puff of smoke drifted by as he inhaled.

      


      “Help? What kind of help?”


      Bent over with his arms resting on his knees, he didn’t look at me, just took a long drag and stared off into the distance.


      “A hospital. Wichita Falls. She’ll spend three weeks talking to a doctor—a psychiatrist—going to group sessions and something

         called ECT. It’s where Zeb Thornton took his wife, Mabel, a while back. Even though it’s a couple hundred miles from here,

         it’s a good place, from what he said.”

      


      “Three weeks?” Tears gathered behind my eyelids. I gazed up at the sky, willing them to drain back into my head. “And so far

         away. What will they do to her? It won’t hurt, will it?”

      


      “No, just help her get better.” Daddy stubbed the cigarette in the Folgers can beside the porch. “I called your aunt Vadine.”


      “Why?” Something seemed off, like he hadn’t told me

          everything. Maybe Mama wasn’t going to be all right. What if something else was wrong? Must be something horrible or he wouldn’t

         have called Aunt Vadine.

      


      “As your mama’s only real kin, I thought she ought to know.” He dug in his pocket for another Camel. “I asked her to come

         and stay a few days.”

      


      My insides tumbled about. “It’s not like I need a babysitter, you know, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Please, not Aunt

         Vadine.

      


      “I’ve got evening shift next week and then graveyards. Don’t want you being alone so much.”


      “Don’t worry about that. Tuwana and I are working on our summer newspaper. We decided to call it the Dandelion Times. Oh, and Goldie said she could use my help just about any time with her parakeets. She’s been keen, teaching me all about

         them. Aunt Vadine will be the one sitting in the house by herself.”

      


      “Glad you got things to do. Besides, she can’t come. She got herself a new waitress job at one of them new twenty-four-hour

         truck stops.”

      


      “That’s a relief.” I puffed out my cheeks and let out a long breath.


      “Why’s that?” He flipped his smoke into the can.


      “She’s practically a stranger, that’s all.” And scary, I wanted to tell him, remembering the pinch she gave me for putting

         my elbows on the table the last time we saw her.

      


      “She’s family though.” He picked up Mama’s suitcase and walked to the Chevy. “Goldie said she’d be around if you need anything.

         See you tonight.” He gave me a wink and got in the front seat.

      


      “Tell Mama I love her.”


      “Will do.”


      The car eased down the street, a streak of sun bouncing from the back window. Half of me wanted to run after him and beg to

          go with him, but the other half stood frozen, unable to think or move.

      


      “Gotcha.” A poke in my ribs startled me.


      I whirled around and faced Tuwana, her blue eyes as round as marbles.


      “Don’t scare me like that!” I glared at her.


      “Sorry. I thought you’d like some company.”


      “It’s not that. Right now I’m just a little bumfuzzled.”


      “Your mom. She’s going to be all right, isn’t she?” Tuwana cocked her head the way our dog Patch used to when he wanted to

         play.

      


      The world went into slow motion, Tuwana standing there waiting for an answer and me wanting to say, Oh sure, any minute now she’ll be her old self.


      Instead of words coming out, tears trickled from my eyes. Blinking, I tried to hold them back, but they spilled out, running

         down my cheeks, tasting salty in my mouth and making my nose drip. Tuwana’s skinny arm wrapped around my shoulders, and together

         we walked to the porch. She pushed me into a sitting position.

      


      “So, tell me about your mother. When’s she coming back?”


      My eyebrows scrunched. “Three weeks. There’s a special doctor and something called ECT, whatever that is.”


      “Shock treatments. That’s what Mother says people get when they have a nervous breakdown.”


      “A nervous breakdown?” I looked hard at Tuwana. “Is that what you think? She didn’t go nuts and fly apart. Not even close.

         She took some pills.”

      


      “Maybe she did that before you found her. The flying apart thing.”


      “Are you crazy? Mama’s not like that.” Who did Tuwana think she was, scaring me like that?


      

         “I wonder how they do them.” Tuwana hugged her knees to her chest.

      


      “Do what?”


      “Shock treatments. Do you think they poke them with needles or something?”


      “Who knows?” My stomach got a sick feeling. Shock treatments? Needles? Whatever they were, they sounded awful.

      


      “Maybe they plunge them into tubs of ice water or hook them up to electricity.”


      “Stop it! Daddy said they don’t hurt.” My face felt hot. “Why would you even say such a thing?”


      “Don’t get your panties in a wad. I didn’t mean anything by it.”


      Gritting my teeth, I turned to Tuwana. “Daddy would’ve said if Mama had a nervous breakdown. He didn’t. She needs help, that’s

         all. Daddy wouldn’t lie about something like that.” My eyelid twitched, but I wouldn’t back down from looking at Tuwana. “I’m

         upset, and you would be too if it was your mother.”

      


      “You’re right. Sorry.” She looked away and then patted me on the shoulder. “Hey, I’d better go. Catch you later.”


      Being right didn’t change the sinking feeling I had inside. What if they hurt Mama? Shutting my eyes, I tried to remember

         her smiling and laughing, but nothing came. Squinching my eyes tighter, her arms and legs dangled like a rag doll, flashing

         like a jerky movie behind my eyelids. The way her hair hung over Daddy’s arm and her skin had the color of chalk flickered

         in and out of my head.

      


      I wrapped my arms around my knees and rocked back and forth on the porch steps. I tried to picture her in a frilly apron like

         Alice Johnson wore or combing my hair the way I’d seen Mrs. Johnson do with Tuwana and her sisters. No matter how hard I tried,

         the same pictures came. Mama curled into a ball in a dark room.

          Mama with her eyes wild, her robe hanging open. Your fault. You should have…

      


      Tears built up again and dropped on my legs. Only this time something had shifted in my head. Why couldn’t I have a normal

         mother? One who loved me the way Mrs. Johnson loved her girls. One who didn’t swallow a bottle of pills and get sent off for

         shock treatments.

      


   

      


            [ THREE ]


      THAT NIGHT DADDY CAME in late and slipped quietly into my room. Half-asleep, I mumbled, “How’s Mama? Is she mad at me for not staying home?”

      


      Daddy leaned over and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Not that I’m aware. Sleep tight.” His lips brushed my

         forehead, then he padded away in his stocking feet into his own room.

      


      Every chance I got the next day, I asked Daddy questions about what the place in Wichita Falls was like. Did Mama have to

         wear a hospital gown? Would she get to come home and visit? Could we go see her? I hung on the kitchen counter, asking even

         more questions while Daddy smeared mustard on a piece of bread and slapped on a slice of bologna. “When does she start her

         treatment? Will she take pills or shots?”

      


      “They didn’t give me the treatment schedule. It’s not a regular hospital, so the patients wear their normal clothes.” He filled

         his thermos with coffee.

      


      “That’s good.” Since Mama’s regular clothes the last month had been a terry-cloth robe and nightgown, I couldn’t really picture

         her. Daddy had packed her a suitcase though.

      


      He screwed the lid onto the thermos. “There’s also a nice courtyard with benches, and some of the other patients were feeding

         the squirrels when I left.”

      


      

         “Did Mama like it? Did she want to feed the squirrels?”

      


      “Not while I was there. You sure are full of questions.” He snapped the lid on his lunch box and looked at me. “This ain’t

         no time to be brooding about your mama, so I want to get something straight. Mama’s in the right place, and you’ve got the

         whole summer, so I want you outdoors having fun.” He thumped me on the arm and left for his evening shift at the plant.

      


      I didn’t want Daddy to think I was brooding, and he was right about having the whole summer. So Tuwana and I started working

         on our newspaper like we planned.

      


      On the walk to her house, a curlicue of smoke lifted above the trees on my left. The top of a high chain-link fence surrounding

         the gasoline plant came into view beyond the camp. Inside the fence, gray buildings with rows and rows of windows had smokestacks

         at the ends pointing up like Roman candles. Near the front, great white balls of steel, taller than three houses, huddled

         together. Containers of some kind. Engine noises and hissing sounds filled the air—refining natural gas, Daddy said. He told

         me underground pipes brought the gas in where it went through a series of boiling, compressing, and cooling like the biggest

         science experiment you ever saw. From there it went through an underground maze to another plant that made gasoline, the kind

         you get at the filling station. Daddy worked crazy shifts, a week of daylights, then a week of evenings, then graveyards,

         but he said it sure as heck beat working on the oil rigs.

      


      Tuwana dragged out her mother’s Royal typewriter, and we set it up outside on a scratchy green army blanket.


      She hunched over, pecking the keys, while I dictated what to write and spelled words for her. One m in Siamese for the article about the Zyskowskis’ new kittens for sale. Five dollars each.

      


      “I wish you’d let me type the stencil,” I said after spelling the

          sixth word for her. “I’m the one who wants to be a newspaper reporter.”

      


      “It’s my mother’s typewriter from when she went to steno school, so I do the typing, okay?”


      She plunked away, and every three or four pecks, she tilted her head, first one way and then the other. I ignored her and

         stretched out my legs. Leaning back on my elbows, I let the sun warm my face. Puffy white clouds drifted past. A dragon. An

         elephant. A ship with pointy ends like the Vikings sailed. My mind drifted too with the tap-tap-tap in the background. When it stopped, I glanced over at Tuwana.

      


      “Tuwana, what happened to your hair?”


      “It’s about time you noticed. You’ve been here thirty minutes and not one word.”


      “Well, what happened to it?”


      “This, you may be pleased to know, is a poodle cut. Mother gave me a Toni perm last night. It’s the latest thing. Don’t you

         love it?”

      


      “Well, it’s perky, like a poodle, I guess, if that’s what you were going for.”


      “You oughta have my mom cut your hair and give you a Toni. Then we’d be the most popular girls in seventh grade.”


      “I could cut my hair, frizz it up, and wear nothing but my birthday suit to school, and I still wouldn’t be popular.” The

         image of me streaking in the nude made me shudder. Gross.


      “You’re too serious, Miss Nose-in-a-book.”


      “I prefer to think of myself as creative and introspective.” I threw out the last word from our sixth-grade vocabulary list

         and liked the way it rolled off my tongue.

      


      “Boring, you mean. Just like this dumb paper. What we need around here is some excitement.”


      “As in…”


      

         Tuwana spent the next thirty minutes talking about boys and her mother’s idea that she should try out for cheerleader in junior

         high since all the cheerleaders were popular. And just for the record, I didn’t mind a bit. The sun soaked into my skin, and

         while Tuwana twittered, I thought about what Goldie said about no two people on this earth being alike.

      


      As far as me and Tuwana, she got that right. I was a plain vanilla wafer, and Tuwana was like a squirt of whipped cream.


      After Tuwana finished typing, I gathered up the stencil and my notebook and took the long way home—down the blacktop road

         that split Graham Camp in half. Once I’d counted every one of the houses. Seventy-two divided up into nine rows. All the exact

         same box shape with cement porches and a ribbon of sidewalk rolling out to the street. Belinda and Melinda Zyskowski skipped

         rope as I passed by. “Cinderella, dressed in yellow.” Poppy Brady, Fritz’s new wife, sprayed the garden hose on the hollyhocks in her front yard, and Doobie Thornton whizzed by

         on his Vespa. He waved and beeped the horn.

      


      Graham Camp. Not even a dot on the Texas map. Besides the houses, we had a playground on one end next to the community hall.

         Across the main entrance, we had Bailey’s store and the Hilltop Church. The only thing missing was a school, so we rode the

         bus twelve miles to Mandeville, which did get its own little dot on the map.

      


      At home I turned on the television, but the reception was off. Wavy lines swam across the screen, so I got up to adjust the

         rabbit ears, then sat back on the couch and picked at the scab on my arm from where I’d scratched it on the rosebush. At first

         I didn’t think about much of anything, but that jingle with the Toni twins came on. Why would Tuwana think I’d want her mother

         to give me a Toni perm? You didn’t just pick any old mom to give you the

          latest hairdo. Mama should be the one helping me decide about my hair and whether I wanted to be a cheerleader. No, definitely

         not cheerleading, but I would like it if Mama would cut my bangs or buy me a ribbon for my hair once in a while. That’s what

         mothers do. They don’t swallow pills and get shock treatments.

      


      With my fingernail, I scraped at another piece of the scab on my arm. A drop of blood popped up, so I spit on my finger and

         smeared it away. Another drop came, and I watched it ooze toward my hand. My eyes got that hot feeling before tears come.

         A tear splatted on my arm, mixing with the blood. What would it be like to have a mother like Alice Johnson? Not exactly like

         her, but one who cared about my hair and baked cookies for no reason? When my nose started dripping, I got up to get a Kleenex.

      


      The door to Mama and Daddy’s room stood half open. I thought of finding Mama that day, her body curled into a parenthesis

         under the quilt. Her red hair tangled around her pale face, dotty with freckles. The prickly feeling I got when I couldn’t

         wake her. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the door open.

      


      Emptiness filled the room. Mama’s quilt, folded at the end of the bed, drew me toward it. The blue and green and pastel patches

         sewn together were the Dresden Plate pattern, Mama once told me. I took the quilt in my hands and sat cross-legged on the

         bed, outlining the stitches with my fingertips. I slipped the quilt around my shoulders. It felt cold, like the underside

         of a pillow you turn over on a hot summer night. Mama’s lilac cologne drifted up, but mostly it reminded me of stale morning

         breath.

      


      What good had this quilt done Mama? None that I could tell. She’d swallowed the pills anyway.


      I threw it off and left it in a jumble. That’s when I saw the book lying on the nightstand on Mama’s side, laid out flat,

         like she’d half-read it. Gone with the Wind. Mama’s favorite book.

      


      

         I picked it up and carried it to my room, feeling like I’d snitched a piece of licorice from Willy Bailey’s store. Maybe Mama

         wouldn’t mind. I took down the High Plains Bank calendar thumbtacked above my desk and, beginning with the day Daddy took

         Mama to the hospital, made an X for each day she’d been gone. Two so far. According to Daddy, Mama would be home in nineteen

         days. I flipped to the back of Gone with the Wind. One thousand and twenty-four pages. Dividing in my head, it came to fifty-four pages a day. Wouldn’t Mama be surprised that

         I read her favorite book?

      


      On my bed, I doubled the pillow behind my head and opened the book.


      “Scarlett O’Hara was not beautiful, but men seldom realized it when caught by her charm as the Tarleton twins were….”


      Scarlett had decided on a plan to win Ashley Wilkes away from Melanie when I looked to see how many pages I’d read. Seventy-six

         the first night!

      


      I thought about Scarlett and how she went after what she wanted. That’s what I should do: come up with a plan. Gathering Pedro,

         my lumpy, stuffed dog, in one arm and the book in the other, I lay on top of my chenille spread and thought about Mama. She

         used to make cookies like Alice Johnson, only Mama made the cutout sugar kind. Once she made me a dress, plaid with a ruffle

         on the bottom and long sashes for a bow in the back. Once. A long time ago. A lump came in my throat.

      


      When Mama came home, I would help her cook and tell her my dream of being on the school paper. She would laugh at the things

         Tuwana told me, and we would pick out my school clothes from the Montgomery Ward catalog. My new Mama, after being shocked

         back to her real self, would talk to me about those things you can’t talk about with a dad. You know, the things from the

          fifth-grade film when they sent the boys to the gym for an hour. It hadn’t happened to me yet, but Mamas know. They just

         know.

      


      Other things too, like makeup and what to get Daddy for Christmas.


      Most of all, she would love me just because.


   

      


            [ FOUR ]


      TUWANA AND I made arrangements to use the mimeograph machine at the plant office. Mrs. Ford ran the office and half the plant. Daddy always

         joked that when Mrs. Ford goes, there goes the plant. She was terribly nice, plump, and could talk on the phone and type at

         the same time. She told us to come on Tuesday, so that morning, I headed over to Tuwana’s. As I passed the row of tin garages

         in the middle of her block, her dad, Benny Ray Johnson, lay under their rusty Studebaker with his boots sticking out. He was

         whistling “The Tennessee Waltz” and making an awful racket under the car. Tuwana waved and tossed a bag of garbage into the

         incinerator next to the garages.

      


      Whoosh. The burning gas of the incinerator caught the paper sack on fire followed by an S curl of smoke. Day and night, the jets

         burned, waiting to crisp our garbage the minute we pitched it in. It reminded me of the lake of fire and eternal torment Brother

         Henry preached about.

      


      Two years before, I gave my life to Jesus after one of Brother Henry’s hellfire and damnation sermons, which was practically

         every week, but one particular Sunday, it got my attention. Jesus didn’t call my name like Brother Henry said he would, but

         I got a choked up feeling in my throat that I took to be Jesus. Later, when Irene Flanagan started playing “I Surrender All,”

         I went forward. Funny, but all this time later, I still remember the polka-dotted

          shirtwaist Mrs. Flanagan wore that day and the sun fanning through the window like melted butter and me right in it.

      


      Tuwana pranced over to me, and I could tell something was up. “You’ll never guess what happened! Our prayers have been answered.”

         Her voice had an electric sound to it, and for a minute I thought it might have something to do with Brother Henry or the

         prayer chain.

      


      “What prayers?”


      “Our prayers for some excitement. You’ll never guess, so I’ll just tell you. Two words. Cly MacLemore.”

      


      “Huh?” Sometimes Tuwana made no sense at all.


      “MacLemore. Norm MacLemore’s nephew. He’s visiting from California. Can you believe it? Excitement with a capital X.”

      


      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” We started toward her house.


      “Fourteen years old. And from California, did I tell you that?”


      Tuwana opened the back door and hollered to her mother that we were going to the plant office now. All the way over, Tuwana

         chattered about this being the best thing since bobby socks and that we simply had to figure out how to meet him.

      


      Mrs. Ford waved us into the office and showed us how to put the stencil on the machine, then flipped a switch and went back

         to her typewriter. Clackety-clack. Warm, inky-smelling papers rolled off the drum. Fifty sheets. We gave Mrs. Ford the first copy, free of charge, since she

         let us use the mimeograph.

      


      “The Dandelion Times. Catchy title. Y’all musta gotten your inspiration from my yard. Wall-to-wall dandelions!” Her eyes crinkled up when she laughed,

         and dots of sweat beaded up along her upper lip. She pulled a hanky from the front of her blouse and patted her face.

      


      We thanked her and left, going door-to-door selling the papers

          for ten cents apiece. Every other word out of Tuwana’s mouth was something about coming up with a spectacular plan to meet

         Cly MacLemore. “Come on, Sammie—since you’re so creative, you think of something.”

      


      “I’m not very interested in boys. I told you that. If you’re meant to meet him, you will. Que sera, sera.”

      


      Tuwana made a face and huffed off to the next house.


      We’d each made eighty cents by the time we got to the MacLemores’ street. Slim Wallace’s truck sat in front of his house across

         from Norm and Eva’s, so I started up his sidewalk.

      


      “Not Mr. Wallace.” Tuwana’s fingernails dug into my arm. “Mother says he’s disgusting.”
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