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PROLOGUE

My Aunt Imogene sprinkles manure tea on her roses, and on her tomatoes, too. She says that is why Calvary Baptist always asks her to bring the pulpit flowers for Easter, and it was also the reason Uncle Silas married her. When she was sixteen she had the biggest Beefsteak tomatoes at the Bartow County Fair, and he was in charge of distributing awards. Uncle Silas got to her, pinned a blue ribbon on her dress, and said he sure would like to taste one of those tomatoes on a biscuit.

Over the years he tasted plenty of Imo’s tomatoes, along with her squash, watermelon, cucumbers, butter beans, and anything else that would grow in dirt, too. She calls the garden her little bit of Heaven on Earth and she works that rectangle of Euharlee the way God does a sunset. In her flower garden, Imo has hydrangeas, zinnias, sunflowers, and blue flag irises taller than I am. Some of the dahlias get so big she has to make slingshots to hold their heads up.

One time, we were all outside on a nice spring day. Jeanette and I were helping Imo gather flowers to take to her list of shut-ins. She was happy, humming along and tenderly snipping stems to the tune of “Bringing In the Sheaves.”

“Would you look at this lily, Loutishie?” Imo said. She held up a bright yellow flower, twirling it around and gazing at it with such joy in her eyes. “Put a big smile on Miss Terhune’s face, I imagine.” She asked me to lay it gently on an old bed sheet alongside the garden.

Finally we had that sheet full of flowers. “I reckon this will do it,” Imo said, gathering the corners of the sheet, walking backward and tugging it toward the house. Halfway there, she bumped into my uncle who was standing with his head bowed, his cap in his hands.

What did this mean? Something was wrong if Imo went by the look on his face. Uncle Silas turned his Feed ’n’ Seed cap over and over in his hands, and I watched him looking from the garden to Imo’s face. After a while he said, “I reckon this here flower patch is the only place to put it.”

I remember the next moment like it was yesterday.

“Put what?” Imo asked, bed sheet poised in mid-air and a smile frozen on her face.

“We need to add another chicken house. For the money,” he said. He wiped his shirt cuff across his forehead and cleared his throat.

Jeanette elbowed me in the ribs. I knew she was scared; I was, too. We could not imagine what was going through Imo’s mind. Maybe she was so stunned and hurt that she couldn’t find any words. Perhaps she was about to drop dead from sadness. Anyway, we could not fathom her silence. What we did know was that the money from one more chicken house couldn’t have equaled the joy and delight those flowers brought her.

However, Imo never uttered one word of protest and that night we all sat down together for supper—pork chops, crowder peas, tomatoes, and biscuits.

“There sorghum?” Uncle Silas asked tentatively, peering around a clump of Queen Anne’s lace spilling out of a Mason jar.

Imo rose to fetch the sorghum jar and the iced tea, too. In a couple of minutes, he aimed a knifeload of hot crowder peas and sorghum into her mouth. She smiled and fed him a morsel of ’mater biscuit.

I came to believe that true love was not blind—Imo knew perfectly well that her flowers would soon be gone. She chose to believe only the best about Uncle Silas. This is not to say that doing that was always easy, but when people have true love, they will endure a lot and suffer long.

When I think of suffering, I see those two during the last four months of Uncle Silas’s life. Imo sitting beside him, patting his hand and smiling bravely.

My grandmother was born and raised right there on the farm. She had Imo when she was nineteen. When Imo was just sixteen, she married Uncle Silas, and he became the son my grandmother never had. He moved in there and took up farming with my granddaddy.

Imo and Uncle Silas tried to have children of their own, but they never did. However, when they’d been married ten years, my grandmother got pregnant with my mother. Because it was really hard for a woman of her age and health to care for a baby, Imo was the one who raised my mother, and after my mother died, unmarried, in childbirth at age twenty-four, Imo raised me, Loutishie. I started calling her I-mo when I learned to talk, and she encouraged that instead of “Mom”; I guess out of deference to and respect for her sister.

Motherhood, I heard someone say once, is not an occupation automatically embraced by a woman when she gives birth. Mother is a title that is earned. When I look at photographs of me and Imo taken when I was a baby, I can see how deeply she loves me. She often tells me that she couldn’t have ordered a daughter that would be more perfect.

I was three when Imo and Uncle Silas adopted Jeanette. She was six years old and had bounced from foster home to foster home. Jeanette immediately called Imo mama. “Mama, Mama, Mama,” she rolled it around on her tongue and cried it out in her sleep.

Of course, I knew that we were not the typical family, but we had everything a person could ask for. Our lives were full of assurance and love.

I loved to be outside at dusk, chasing the lemon-green pulses of lightning bugs with Jeanette, while Imo and Uncle Silas sat in the glider holding hands. Imo didn’t mind when we rifled through her Mason jars in the barn to find a home for our catch. I loved running out over the vast fields of the farm, which stretched across three hundred acres of prime Georgia land and butted up against the majestic Etowah river. I loved the feel of the four of us: together around the supper table, hip-to-hip in the church pew on Sunday, walking single-file along the edge of the cornfield to check Uncle Silas’s crop, piling into the cab of his pickup for a trip to Dairy Queen—a continual banquet of security and companionship.

But my world as I knew and loved it turned upside down last October. I experienced the most terrible moment in all my thirteen years while walking with my uncle Silas along the banks of the Etowah.

“Been a long dry spell, hasn’t it, gal?” he said, picking up a stone and skipping it across the water. He beckoned me over and lowered his voice even though we were the only ones around. “I guess Imo told you I’m sick.”

“Uh uh, she didn’t.” I wondered if his arthritis was acting up.

“Dr. Bonnart said there’s cancer.” He skipped another stone and didn’t look at me.

Cancer. I bent my head. So that was what all the hush-hush whispering and the phone calls were about. That was why all those folks at church were hugging him so hard. I fumbled for words.

“They can cure it now, you know,” I managed to say, even though I couldn’t swallow. I had stopped breathing.

He didn’t explain what kind of cancer. Or where. And neither did Imo when I asked her that night. Jeanette told me that it was in his private parts, called the prostate, and that since he’d waited so long to go to Dr. Bonnart, it had already spread all over his body.

“How come nobody told me?” I whined.

“Didn’t tell me neither,” Jeanette said, “I heard some people talking about him down at the Buywise.”

It was the beginning of December when he really had to slow down. He had gotten a lot skinnier, if that was possible, and he didn’t have much energy.

Flocks of neighbors and church people started coming by with food and cards that had sunsets printed on them. They stationed themselves all around the den with serious faces and their own cancer stories.

I could tell how uncomfortable Uncle Silas was with all those people milling about the house. I saw it in his eyes whenever I walked by his bedroom door.

In February, he lay in a hospital bed, finally too weak to protest not being at home. He looked so unlike himself in a light blue gown with oxygen tubes running from the backs of his hands. There were flowers and cards lining the heater and his food-service tray.

He kept pressing the pump that slipped morphine into his bloodstream, and the backs of his hands were covered in needle bruises. They were shaking, so I slipped off my sweater and laid it over them, careful of all those jutting tubes.

“I reckon things are all right at the house?” he asked.

I nodded, keeping the tears at bay by blinking a lot and thinking of a funny knock-knock joke I’d heard at school.

“I want you girls to take care of your mother,” he said. “Promise me.” Sick as he was and supposed to be resting to conserve strength, he kept right on.

“I promise,” I said. Turning my head, I saw tough old Jeanette had dribbles of black mascara on the tops of her cheeks.

“Me, too,” she whispered.

I heard the doorknob turn and nurses shoes squeaking across the floor. “Well, well, Mr. Lavender. And how are we today?” the nurse chirped as she lifted his chart and tapped it with a pen. “Let’s check those vitals!”

She put the blood pressure cup around his pathetic biceps. Imo came in at that moment; she kissed Uncle Silas’s cheek and laid a big stack of mail on his tray. Turning to speak to me and Jeanette, her shoulders drooped. “Girls, go wait out in the hall.”

I heard the murmur of a serious conversation between Imo and the nurse. I knew when I saw Imo’s face coming out of that hospital room that Uncle Silas wouldn’t be with us much longer.


ONE
The Dead of Winter


“You don’t have to look any further than your
compost heap if you want to be comforted.
If you need reassurance. You’ve got this stinking,
rotting heap of decay, and then out of that springs
sturdy, green, new plant shoots. Somebody shout
Amen! Yes, they push up through this putrid
mixture, this decomposition. Just like the
fulfillment of the gospel’s promise that says
there will be life after death.”

—REVEREND LEMUEL PEDDIGREW
of Calvary Baptist, offering comfort to the bereaved

It was the day of Silas’s funeral—a freezing February morning at Calvary Baptist. Patches of leftover snow were turning to orange sludge on the roadsides. Imogene Lavender felt like Rosie, the robot-maid on The Jetsons cartoon Lou liked so much. This couldn’t be her life that was happening. Somebody somewhere was pressing buttons to make her speak and wave at appropriate times.

Standing outside the church, Imo saw the folks she’d known all her life; but today they were strangers, wearing expressions she didn’t recognize.

“I sure will,” she said when they squeezed her hand and said to let them know what they could do for her.

Perhaps the one operating her by remote control was her dear friend Martha, the Reverend Lemuel Peddigrew’s wife. She was standing beside Imo, greeting folks and directing them inside to get warm, answering their questions and giving out comforting words like, “I know Imogene appreciates that,” and, “She’s holding up real good.”

“Let’s get you inside now, the service is about to start,” Martha said. They settled on the cool front pew and a peaty smell rose up from Imo’s corsage.

A herd of clip-clopping heels echoed on the hardwood of the vestibule and made them both turn and look over their shoulders. Here came the rest of the Garden Club girls, some with husbands to lean on.

It almost made her cry, but Imo steeled herself and gave them a neat wave. Martha had pressed a packet of tissues into Imo’s pocket, but they were still smooth and dry. She would make sure they stayed that way, because Silas said she should laugh at his funeral for all the good times they’d had.

Toward the end, when Silas knew the cancer was winning, he took on the job of trying to cheer her up, for God’s sake. Now, if he could, he’d probably sit up in his casket, turn to point his finger right at her and say, “Don’t you cry, Imogene. Things aren’t that bad.”

But they were. This was terrible, sitting here at his funeral, listening to somber chords of organ music.

Imo watched Jeanette out of the corner of her eye. Rail thin. In a slinky black dress that dipped way too low to be seen in anywhere, much less at her father’s funeral. Eyeliner and rouge and lips so wet you could see your reflection in them. Imogene bowed her head; the girl looked like a common tart.

Sitting on her other side was Loutishie, her Lou, with skinned knuckles, wearing a sweet cardigan over a modest cotton dress. Now, that girl was crying enough for all of them. Splotchy cheeks and swollen eyelids and a lap full of soggy tissues.

Imo made it through the eulogies and opened her hymnbook. She could just barely glimpse Silas’s face when they stood up. He certainly looked peaceful.

The last of the service crawled by. During Reverend Peddigrew’s sermon about being ready to meet your Maker, she leafed through the hymnal to distract herself.

She planned to get home fast after they put him in the ground and send Martha away so she could think.

How did that ditty go? “Better to have loved and lost than never loved at all?” Something like that. But she didn’t know if it was true after all.

This whole episode in her life was worse than she’d ever imagined. The big gaudy mums and heart shapes of hothouse roses lining the front of the pulpit were in the same places where she’d put vases of poppies when she married Silas forty-eight years ago.

Lou held Imo’s hand as they left Calvary. Jeanette sashayed ahead of them like a movie star heading to her limo.

“Wow,” Jeanette spoke for the first time all day, “we get to ride in that?”

The hearse was long and gleaming, gunmetal gray that matched the casket, with a velvety interior that Jeanette stroked when she sat down.

The gravel scrunched as the hearse pulled out, leading a string of headlights burning in the gray haze. No one said a word as they traveled the small narrow roads that stitched the back side of the county together. Here and there, an old dilapidated out-building stood, tucked into the pine trees like the cows who watched the cars go by. They turned up the last hill, creeping along a dirt road that the rain had gutted years ago. The hearse shuddered to a stop. Silas’s grave was in the family cemetery—a high, rocky spot between a stand of pines and an empty alfalfa pasture.

“Let me help you, ma’am.” The driver opened Imo’s door and held out his white-gloved hand.

“Wasn’t that a nice service?” Martha squeezed her arm when they were standing near the freshly mounded earth. “He looked so natural up there. Real peaceful.”

“Natural,” Imo repeated as the casket was lowered. She caught bits and pieces of the final prayer and heard a shovelful of earth hit Silas.

“And you. You’re holding up good, Imogene.” Martha pressed another rectangle of tissue into her palm.

Imo stood there silently watching Jeanette’s face. Oh Lordy, was she really lighting up a cigarette? Heat rushed up Imo’s chest and neck, settled in her cheeks. She couldn’t reach over and pinch the girl at the grave side, or yank that nasty cigarette out of her fingers with their long red nails, could she?

Well, what did anything matter anymore anyway? Imo held a hand over her heart. How could she manage her own life now, not to mention Jeanette’s? For some reason all she could think of was the Bible verse about “Let the dead bury their dead.” I am the dead, she reasoned.

Imo came home to a house that no longer had Silas Lavender in it, yet did. When Martha was gone, she took the phone off the hook and put away two spiral sliced hams, four cakes, three chess pies, and unlimited foods in Tupperware and tinfoil. She stood in the kitchen and looked at Jeanette and Lou, seated around a table loaded with flower arrangements.

“There’s some of Betty Neal’s potato salad in here, Jeannette,” Imo said, standing in front of the refrigerator. “We didn’t have a chance to have any lunch, did we?”

“I’m not hungry,” Jeanette snapped.

“It’s your favorite …” Imo’s voice broke off. She closed the refrigerator door. Then she turned to Lou. “How about a ham sandwich, Lou?” She opened the refrigerator door again and pulled out ham, mustard, mayonnaise, and cheese, lined them up on the counter. “I do believe there’s a Jell-O salad in here, too.” Imo made three sandwiches, despite Jeanette’s refusal, and placed one in front of her with a tall glass of tea.

After Imo washed up, she went and sat down in the den. Her head felt stuffed with cotton and her heart was so heavy that it actually ached. All of her best years were gone. What was there left? She prayed for courage and for wisdom to move ahead.

Imo decided to go outside and let the cold air clear her head. She walked into the yard, feeling she was floating in a dream past the stark leafless trees and the tractor shed, her black pumps punching holes in the ground. She found herself standing at the edge of the garden. Nothing but dry, brown stalks in a hard, frozen ground. A barren wasteland of dormant furrows covered with clumps of stubborn snow that looked like tombstones. Dead of winter was the perfect description.

Imo walked the perimeter of the garden, oblivious to the cold. In her mind’s eye she still saw Silas, lying there dead, his face frozen in a half-smile. She felt her heart, hanging lifeless in her chest. She didn’t know how she would survive in this cold, empty world without him.

No matter what people said about Silas being happy now and in a better place, Imo was not comforted. They’d even had the gumption to say, I know you’re relieved that all this is over. She paused at the compost pile to gather the courage to walk back into that house. She took a deep breath and gave herself no choice.

She stopped by the girls’ room. Lou was huddled up on her bed with the dog, and when Imo pushed the door open she flinched and yanked the covers over him.

“Hey, sugar foot.” Imo patted Lou’s thin shoulder and sank down on the edge of the bed. “Bingo miss you today?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lou said, tentatively peeling back a corner of the quilt while she searched Imo’s face. “I’m just letting him stay inside with me a little while. He was so sad.”

“Well, good. Where’s Jeannette?”

“Bathtub.” Lou stared at the wall and petted Bingo’s side as Imo rose to turn off the lights. “Wait,” she called when Imo was back out in the hall, “can he please stay inside tonight?”

“You know how Jeanette feels about him.”

“Pretty please?”

“Well, for a while longer,” Imo said. Her face was sore from all the big brave smiles she had worn for everybody lately.

She put off going to bed. She worked a spell at straightening the mountain of mail and then turned on the television set. She sat in front of it without really seeing what was on. When the screen turned blank she looked at the kitchen clock. 3:00 A.M.

With a sigh, she made her way down the hall, peeping in at Lou and Jeanette on her way to bed. Lou was asleep in her funeral clothes with that smelly dog nestled in beside her. She strode over to grab his collar and put him out, but then a thought stopped her. What did it matter anymore? She didn’t care if the whole herd of cows, the chickens, and the barn cats went ahead and set up housekeeping inside.

Finally, in her own room, Imo stood in front of the dresser, gripping the handles of her underwear drawer. Dead. The word echoed around their bedroom. She knew one thing: It was worse to be this sad and lonely than to be dead. Every now and then you heard about a mate dying of pure grief soon after their true love was gone, and now she understood it down in the depths of her soul.

By force of habit she slipped into her flannel nightgown and lay down stiffly on her back. Maybe she could somehow will herself to die.

Jeanette probably wouldn’t care one way or the other if Imo kicked the bucket. Actually, she’d be glad, because then she’d get the car and she could drive it wherever and whenever she pleased. And sweet little Lou was still young enough to bounce back. Maybe Martha would be hurt for awhile, losing her best friend, and some of the old folks she took care of would notice, but on the whole, things would go right on if she went ahead and died.

The fact was that ever since Silas took his last breath she had sensed the Grim Reaper trailing her, a dark specter creeping along at her heels, waiting for her to give up the ghost. Her body was still good enough, but her broken heart was leaking its pain into her bones. She’d done her duty—stayed on just long enough for Silas to have a proper send-off.

She took a deep breath, her mind fixed on an image of herself on the other side. With Silas. There would be none of the prostate cancer hanging over them like a black cloud. Her eyes filled with hot tears. The first ones that she had let escape since they learned the cancer had spread too far. They teetered on her eye rims and spilled over her cheeks and filled the corners of her mouth with salt.

Now she’d gone and lost it, at least as far as the tears. Why not just go on and let go?

She did. A huge painful sob tore out of her chest and left her gasping and hiccoughing herself into sleep.

[image: Image]

Loutishie’s Notebook

After Uncle Silas’s funeral, I remember looking out the window and seeing Imo, walking around the garden. Good, I thought. Nothing like the garden to salve her heart. But the way she was muttering to herself made me wonder. Then she paused at the edge of the compost heap and it looked like she was blessing it out. That was when I realized how hard things were going to be around here.

The garden used to make her happy. Even in the dead of winter, she would pore over her garden catalogs, order her seeds, and draw up a garden plan. In years past she put in her English peas at the end of F ebruary, and although there were still the icy blows of wind and frosts, from that moment on, the garden became a growing place and the promise of life was there.

I had seen her get excited talking about her compost pile. “Lou, this is black gold to a gardener,” Imo told me once when I was little. I was holding my nose and peering into her smelly heap. She picked up a fistful of dark, rich crumbly black compost that had once been a mound of corn cobs, egg shells, chicken manure, rotted vegetables, coffee grounds, pine needles, and Kudzu vines, among other things.

Toward the beginning of that same summer, when I was following Imo around the garden, she stopped and pointed at the edge of the dirt. “Look, Lou.” As I stepped closer, I noticed a corn cob, only half-decomposed, jutting up and out from underneath a butter bean plant which was loaded with blooms. In fact, there were bits and pieces of stuff I recognized from the compost pile just about everywhere in the dirt of our garden. “Life springs from death,” she reminded me every time we were cleaning up the supper table. “Don’t throw out a thing, Lou. We’ll put it in the compost heap.”

From that spring on, I thought there was something almost spiritual about composting. It put me in mind of the promise that we heard from the pulpit Sunday after Sunday—that there would be life after death.

“Please, God,” I breathed, pressing my mouth against the cold window pane, watching Imo. “Let her see right up through the clouds into Heaven. Let her have just one glimpse of Uncle Silas all happy and free now.”

I knew Uncle Silas was up there because on one of our last visits to see him in the hospital, he held Imo’s cheeks and made her look at him. “We’ll see each other again,” he said, and she nodded her head. I knew he was talking about in heaven.

Normally, she was a real cheerful person with the kind of face that said, Isn’t this a great world and aren’t we all so happy to be alive? But she came in from the garden that day of his funeral, and there wasn’t a glimmer of hope left in her eyes.

Looking back, I think I believed that if only she would start her garden, it would pull her back into life. I have a vivid memory of the month that followed. Daily I checked the south-facing windowsill where she used to start her tomato seeds indoors. Nothing but dust. Then I expectantly trotted outside to the cold-frame and peered in. A barren wasteland.

She might not even realize it’s time to start her tomato seeds, I reasoned. Come to think of it, I hadn’t even seen a single one of her garden catalogs out. She didn’t seem to notice much of anything.

“Imo,” I said, trying to find some shred of my fingernails left to bite on, “when you going to start the tomatoes?”

“Hmm?” said Imo, gazing off into space. “Sure is warm in here, isn’t it?” She sighed and pressed her hands together. That was when I realized she wasn’t connecting with reality anymore.

When March slipped by, I pray ed that God would illumine Imo’s mind so that she would remember to start the garden. Next, I dug out old garden catalogs and placed them in the kitchen, the bathroom, and on her bedside table.

Then I imagined her outside in the sunshine where her heart would mend—digging and weeding and working the compost into the dirt so deep she felt the pulse of the Earth. I even imagined her smiling at the promise of harvest.


TWO
A Garden Plan


“Don’t you tell me you just need a little more time
before you get out. It’s been too long already. Truth
be told, Imogene, you need to get out and get your
mind on other things. Plan on coming to this
Wednesday night’s potluck and prayer meeting,
the girls will be so tickled to see you.”

—MARTHA PEDDIGREW
long-time friend of Imo coaxing her back out into life

Night number twenty-eight without Silas and Imo was not dead yet. Instead, she lived her days underneath a cloud of profound grief. Inside she was an intense mix of despair and futility. At times she just didn’t see how she was going to put one foot in front of the other.

The rest of the household stood by and watched helplessly as the maniacal grief threatened to do Imo in. Jeanette was a worry. Imo felt that she could not connect with her at all. She had always been a difficult child, sassy right from the beginning. Silas called her spirited. Hardheaded was the word Imo used. When she was smaller, you could tell her to get her hair out of her face or not to pick at a scab, and that girl would do all in her power to be contrary. Imo could understand why she’d been in three different foster homes by the time she was five. Now that Silas was gone, she didn’t know if she could handle Jeanette.

As she lay there in bed, envisioning the days ahead, her pulse was flying like she’d just run ten miles. It was 4:00 A.M., and sleep was as elusive as ever. The house creaked and groaned with the gradual warming of Euharlee; a full moon sent in slants of shine through the thin shades. Bingo wailed. A bull bellowed from the back pasture. Imo took a deep breath.

Well, at least little Loutishie was doing all right. Lou was made right out of the Euharlee soil, hardy as a honeysuckle vine. Strong and earthy, at home in the garden or out in the barn, she was a quiet and respectful child.

But lately, everything Imo said to Jeanette was met with a blank stare or rolling eyes. Perhaps this was a natural part of being a teenager, although Imo didn’t remember being so sullen and disrespectful when she was sixteen. Why, she was married at sixteen!

What would be good at the moment, she reasoned, was to escape into one of her best memories and just stay there awhile.

Squeezing her eyes shut tight, Imogene searched her soul to find Silas. First, she willed herself to see his profile against the murky gray shadow of the wall; the curve of his nose, his lips, and his chin resting on the covers. Once that was in place, she conjured up the warmth of his flesh, and the pulse of his blood, and smelled his earthy scent. Heaven.

She had squandered moments like that when he was alive. Had not treasured each infinitesimal shred of him. During the first years of their marriage, she was too young and silly to cherish the moments they had together. And after they’d been married for a while, she was so used to everything she wasn’t living in the moment anymore.

In the very beginning, even chores were fun, as long as they were together. It was like playing house. She made gingham curtains for their tiny kitchen, and spent hours cooking his favorite pies, and he brought home flats of pansies for the yard. In the evenings, she cleaned the garden soil out from under her nails, put on her red lipstick, and, eager to please, dressed in one of her new house dresses. They laughed and talked about their busy day and recited memories until they became private poetry between the two of them.

For a wedding trip they drove off to Gatlinburg, Tennessee, holding hands and dressed in stiff, unfamiliar clothes, while their friends waved from the back steps of Calvary’s social hall. She’d never even been out of Georgia before and when they crossed the state line, she felt so worldly.

He pulled up at the Desoto Hotel where they would spend two nights. Already nervous about the coming darkness, she looked out the passenger window into some pine trees and told Silas how exhausted she was. “I’ll probably fall right to sleep.” He laughed and squeezed her thigh like she was the funniest thing on Earth. She chewed her lip and tried to remember what her friend Ruth had said the night before the wedding when they were sitting together up on Imo’s bed looking at a new silky pink negligee. Ruth seemed to know all about what a married couple did.

“It’ll hurt the first time,” Ruth told her, “I mean, that’s what they say. But then it’s heavenly. You just move in the opposite direction of him and gyrate your hips.”

“What do you mean?” Imo asked, hugging her arms against the fear of the unknown. She was terrified of disappointing Silas.

“It’ll come natural. You don’t even need to worry.” Ruth laughed a know-it-all, “hah, hah.”

Of course it would come natural, she reasoned to herself as she shivered on the tile floor of the tiny hotel bathroom, tugging the frothy hem of the negligee down as far as it would go. Anyway, she tried to reassure herself, it was natural; the farm animals did it, the birds and the bees did it. Her own Mama had to have done it, and every human being out there in the world was the result of it. “Lord help me,” she breathed and pushed open the door.

“You’re beautiful,” Silas gasped, grabbing her white wrist and pulling her down onto the bed and crushing her in his arms, “I want you.” He growled and ripped the new negligee off with his teeth.

“I love you, Mrs. Lavender,” he whispered into her neck afterwards; stroking her arms, her neck, and between her breasts where the perspiration glistened. It looked like she had made him happy.

Later on, while she was alone and thinking it over, she understood. What he wanted was beyond fleshly lust, the satisfying of desires; although they had that. What they both wanted, what they couldn’t live without, was pure love that transcended the physical stuff. Love as true as the sun coming up every morning. Two joined souls traveling through this celestial body called Earth.

They had had true love, she acknowledged to herself in the lonely darkness, and though fitful sleep came, she woke several times to stretch a searching arm or leg over between the icy sheets, in search of Silas’s warmth.

Well, bad as these nights were, what she really hated were the mornings, because they meant a whole day to get through. If she didn’t hop right out of bed and get herself busy the moment she woke up, the memories just about killed her.

One flooded in this morning with the sunrise. In sharp excruciating focus, it spread its colors over her as she lay in bed. She was crossing the perimeter from asleep to awake and she could see herself from a dreamer’s out-of-body perspective.

In this one, which was two years ago, before they knew about the cancer, she was sitting on the lowered tailgate of the pickup, shucking a mountain of sweet corn in the truck bed and tossing the naked ears onto an old bedsheet below her feet.

“I’ve got to get this cut off and in the freezer before it goes bad,” she said to Silas. He was standing on the front steps, motioning for her to come inside and sit with him.

He chuckled all the way out to her and right in broad daylight pinched her fanny. “I had something a little more fun in mind,” he said. She snorted and returned to the corn.

“Let it go, my comely bride (he’d called her that since their wedding day) and enjoy the best of life for which the first was made!”

“Old fool,” she hissed, “you be quiet out here.” There had been a couple of teenagers from church helping out at the farm that day and Jeanette and Lou were playing around the pecan tree.

Imo sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes to purge the memory. She patted the flat bed beside her in deference to Silas. This was one of the memories that hurt her the most. She hated the fact that she couldn’t go back and leave the corn just sitting there to be with Silas. Over the years, she had messed up a lot.

Funny, but now she even missed his snoring. She’d give anything to have him sawing logs beside her right this minute. Twenty-five years ago, when she was going through the change of life, she put a tennis ball into an old sock and safety pinned it to the back of his pajama top to keep him off his back. It turned out that he could snore just as well on his side or stomach, and so she lay there and looked as hard and as mean at him as she could manage.

She got out of bed, wrapped in a shroud of self-contempt and padded barefoot to the kitchen. The girls were still asleep, and she sat down at the breakfast table. For a moment she forgot what she had come into the kitchen to do.

She wouldn’t make coffee, she decided. Because indulging in the ritual they had shared together lessened her mourning. Maybe she wouldn’t get dressed either. Just stay in her robe. Why bother going through the motions? Just let herself go to seed. She could drive to Hembree’s grocery in her robe and pick up some TV dinners and one of those big bags of plastic utensils and Styrofoam cups. Virtually eliminate the need to cook and wash up.

Here it was midnight again and she had made it through one more interminable day. But the problem was that doing nothing had left her mind a fecund field of grief. All day long she’d wallowed in sorrow, so that the minute she stretched out in bed, even the sleeping pill and the fiercest concentration were to no avail.

She swiped away tears with the shoulder of her nightgown. The terrible thing was that there was no evidence that this was going to let up.

Be patient, my foot. Everybody said to let Time be the great healer. So far, Time had let her down. She didn’t have time for Time to work. She was getting old now. Oldness that started when Silas left her. Her bones were snapping and creaking, the joints turning to dust. She’d grown a neck like a turkey and her face was dropping the same as her bosom.
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