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’Mater Biscuit




Prologue
Loutishie’s Notebook
 One warm June evening after supper I was sitting in the green iron lawn-glider underneath the pecan tree listening to the loud, electric orchestra of the field crickets and katydids when my aunt Imogene stepped out on the back steps to scrape the drippings from supper’s pork chops into Bingo’s dog bowl. She straightened up, holding a skillet, and her eyes swept the yard until she spotted me. Grabbing the handrail, she moved deliberately down the steps in my direction. I knew she had something to say.

As she got closer, I couldn’t help noticing how troubled she looked with her mouth in a grim line and her forehead all wrinkled up. No one would blame her, what with all the things she’s had to shoulder on her own.

“Hoo-wee. That Imogene’s certainly had a hard row to hoe lately,” the folks around Euharlee always said whenever we went into town to the Kuntry Kut ’n’ Kurl, or to Calvary Baptist on Wednesday nights and Sundays. “Can you imagine?” They shook their heads in wonder. “Burying a husband and a fiancé in under two years! But would you just look at how strong she is! Managing beautifully. Smiling away like she doesn’t have a care in this world!”

That’s why her serious face that evening alarmed me so much. Imo prided herself on the way she’d bounced back into life, and how she kept her “chin up in the air.”

Her chin certainly wasn’t in the air as she sank down beside me. She sighed, kicked off faded navy Keds, and rubbed the big toe of one foot over the bunion on her other foot.

“Loutishie?” she spoke my name like it was a question and then her bosom rose as she took in a deep breath, “we need to have us a little talk about something real important.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Anybody who knew my aunt would’ve been scared, too. Imo wasn’t one to discuss serious issues. When it came to her telling me and Jeanette about our uncle Silas’s cancer, she could hardly bring herself to say the words. Then, when she fell in love so soon after he was in the ground, and also when we discovered Jeanette was having an illegitimate baby, it was like pulling hen’s teeth for Imo to get the necessary words to come out of her mouth.

I don’t blame her. I have to excuse Imo because I know she just wants to protect everyone she loves from painful and disagreeable things. I know she would be happiest in a world where nothing unpleasant is ever discussed—like Reverend Peddigrew says it’s going to be up in Heaven; where there is no more pain, weeping, or suffering. I respect Imo’s faith in a happy eternity. However, I have learned that there are some things down here on Earth that you can’t stick your head in the sand and ignore forever, pretending they don’t exist. Some things in this life come to a head and there’s no escaping them.

That evening Imo turned and fixed me with one of her super-serious looks. “Please run and fetch Jeanette off the front porch, Lou. She needs to hear this, too.”

“All right,” I said, springing to my toes, glad for the delay and for the safety in numbers Jeanette would bring.

I made my way around the side of the house, past the septic tank and Imo’s muscadine arbor, my brain buzzing with thoughts. What in heaven’s name could this be about? Bingo bounded up to run circles around me, his snout shiny from the pork chop grease. He nudged the back of my hand. “C’mon, boy.” I ruffled his neck as we walked to the front yard and stopped in front of some dusty azaleas.

Jeanette was standing on the front porch, smoking a cigarette with one leg up on the railing, painting her toenails bright red. Little Silas was sitting near her, wearing only a diaper, beating a wooden spoon against a pot lid.

“Imo has something important she needs to talk with us about,” I said.

To my surprise, when I motioned for her to follow me back around the side of the house, Jeanette didn’t utter a word of protest. She tucked her cigarette between her lips, scooped up Little Silas, perched him on her hip, and walked on her heels in a cloud of smoke down the steps.

Used to be, everything riled Jeanette. She was as headstrong and as contrary as an old goat. Still was sometimes. But since Little Silas’s birth she’d mellowed a bit. It tickled Imo no end to see Jeanette’s pale cheek mashed up against his tiny brown one while she crooned lullabies. Little Silas’s face, with its plump cheeks, twinkling dark eyes, and full lips, was the spitting image of his long-gone father—the man from India who ran the Dairy Queen.

The sun was sinking, and the cicadas sent up an ominous buzz from the acuba bushes as we headed to hear who knew what. The thought that flashed through my brain first was that maybe we were going to have to sell the farm. I knew money was tight. Boy hidey, that was going to be tough! Imo was born and raised right there on the farm and she loved the land the same way I did—with all her heart.

Then I got to thinking Imo had some terrible disease, that she did not have long to live. She had been waiting till her time was almost up to tell us about it. That would be just like her.

My fingernails were digging into my palms as Jeanette and I sat down on either side of her. I felt miles away from everyone as I watched Little Silas holding out his arms, saying “Mi-moo.” Imo pulled him onto her lap and sunk her chin into his jet-black halo of hair. We sat there a long moment while Imo stared straight ahead.

“What’s up, Mama?” Jeanette said kind of quiet. “Why’d you call us?”

Imo blinked. “Well, I can’t put off telling you this any longer, girls. I reckon it’s for sure.” She bit her bottom lip and said no more for quite a spell.

I saw Jeanette’s face go pale and it dawned on me that tough old Jeanette was as scared as I was. I crossed my arms, willing myself to look unconcerned. Wondering if Imo were ill or we were leaving the farm gave me butterflies in my stomach. It would almost be worse to lose the farm. Imo would be sick anyway if she had to leave here. I looked out across the back pasture, drinking in the brilliant streaks of a gold and crimson sunset stretching above the horizon.

I couldn’t leave here. I loved this place, too! I loved the river bottoms where the Etowah meandered through the lower hundred acres. I loved the old farmhouse full of warm memories. And more than anything I loved working in our garden.

“Loutishie, you have my same love of growing things. We are like two peas in a pod,” Imo had said to me on many a spring day. We’d be side by side out in the garden, warm earth crumbling in our hands like cake mix as we set in seedlings. I knew this was true. Gardening came as naturally and as joyfully to me as breathing. I always believed that this was what gave me and Imo such a strong connection. Stronger even than if I’d sprung from her own belly, instead of her younger sister’s, who had passed away the day I was born.

Plus, I knew the therapy a garden could be. I had already witnessed the healing power of digging in the dirt. When Uncle Silas died, just two short years ago, after forty-eight years of marriage, it was the garden that eventually pulled Imo back into life. That woman literally poured herself into the soil; hoeing, planting, mulching, weeding, watering, and harvesting. She’d spend hours out there every day, coming back in the house at nightfall, smelling for all the world like crushed tomato leaves and warm marigolds, and just a-smiling. Sure enough, Imo turned out to be a lot like those tomato plants in our garden—the plants with the strongest survival instincts. What would Imo do without her beloved garden?!

It was the hardest thing in the world to sit there waiting like that. I kept willing Imo to just spit it on out. Whatever it was, I could handle it a lot better than the not knowing.

Finally she glanced in the direction of the well-house. She cleared her throat. “Looks like I need to pinch back those begonias, doesn’t it, Lou?”

Begonias?!

Jeanette and I exchanged confused glances. Now I couldn’t help thinking Imo was losing her mind. Going off her rocker like Ernest Kitchens, an old man who constantly rocked and thrust his dentures in and out on the tip of his tongue during preaching at Calvary Baptist. I snuck a glance in Imo’s direction. There was proof! Her hair was a bit tangled and the cuffs of her cotton housedress had some grease splatters on them.

I sat there trying to picture the homeplace without Imo in her right mind. My imagination went wild; I saw myself cooking, scrubbing, washing, folding, and ironing. Tending to the animals and the garden all by my lonesome. Down on my knees begging Jeanette to drive me places as I was still half a year shy of sixteen. I saw Jeanette lounging on the couch watching daytime soaps because she couldn’t go back to finish high school without Imo to look after Little Silas.

Mixed with all the fear I had been feeling, I felt a lump of sadness forming in my throat. Tears pooled on the lower rims of my eyes. I snaked my arm up and around Imo’s shoulders and squeezed. I searched her face, thinking, I’ll take care of you, Imo, when you become like a little child. You took care of me and I’ll do the same for you.

In a distracted way, Imo reached over and patted my knee. Then she gazed off into the distance again, unblinking. “Girls,” she said, “it’s going to be a mighty lot to handle what with getting the garden harvested. She’s going to be moving in here real soon. When we’re just covered over with snap beans and tomatoes and okra. You girls will have to be big helpers.”

“Yessum,” I said, holding my breath.

Jeanette gave Imo a quick, suspicious glance, but she didn’t say a word. She scratched at some stray polish on her knuckles. I could almost see the wheels turning in her head. Imo sure sounded sane to me, but I wondered who in tarnation she was talking about. Was Jeanette scared to ask who, too? I sat there with my hands folded in my lap, listening to a fly buzzing around us. I figured I could count on Jeanette, who was three years older than me and always knew what to say. She never minced words. Apparently, though, she was going to let me down this time, and if we didn’t get this thing out and discussed to Imo’s satisfaction, it would be too late for me to make a run down to the banks of the Etowah River with Bingo, which is what I liked to do when I had things I needed to think over.

Like he could read my thoughts, Bingo straightened up on his front legs, pointed his snout toward the sky, and let out a sad “arrroooo.”

“Who’s coming?” The words flew out of my mouth in one breathless pop.

My question hung there and Imo drew a deep breath. She sighed a bit and tightened her hold on Little Silas. Finally she cleared her throat. “Mama,” Imo’s muffled voice came out of the cloud of Little Silas’s hair.

Mama? Mama was coming? Imo was Mama, and she was already here. It took me a minute, but slowly it dawned on me who Mama was. Imo’s mama. My grandmother. A woman we referred to as Grandmother Wiggins when we spoke of her at all. I had never laid eyes on the woman in the flesh. She and I had absolutely no kind of relationship—there were no heartwarming chats over the phone or tender birthday cards in the mail.

The only thing Grandmother Wiggins ever seemed to give Imo was a bad humor. Whenever they spoke, Imo left the phone with a stubborn thrust to her jaw, blinking away tears. I knew that her crying was due more to anger than sadness. Sometimes it took days before she was back to herself. Usually a mild sort of woman, chats with her mother could turn Imo into someone as feisty as Dusty Red, our Bantam yard rooster who was always itching for a scrape. Jeanette and I had learned to give Imo a wide berth and lots of time after her interactions with Grandmother Wiggins.

As this information sunk into my brain, I felt my heart booming in my chest and I tasted the metallic ting of fear. Hard as life had been around there, it was just fixing to get healed up real good. I didn’t think I could stand any more things that upset Imo.

No, no, no, a thousand times no! I would have said if anyone asked me, but of course I had no say in the matter. I sat there, picking at a parchment-thin paint flake on the glider and watching Bingo scratch out another cool hole in the dirt.

When the full impact of what Imo had said reached Jeanette’s brain, she shook her head like gnats were in her eyes. “You’re shitting us, aren’t you?” Her mouth hung open for a second. “Grandmother Wiggins?!” she hollered then, with such a shrill tone that Little Silas started crying.

Imo put her hands over Little Silas’s ears. She drew her shoulders up tall and straight. “Watch your mouth, Jeannie,” she said, her voice rising to a warning tone. “We’ve got to go and fetch her. She’s family. She needs us, and I need you girls to understand.”

“I seem to recollect you telling us that the woman is crazy,” Jeanette hissed, one hand on her hip.

“What I said is she’s not in her right mind.”

“Sure enough, Mama,” Jeanette said, leaning forward and looking deep into Imo’s eyes, “that means she’s crazy.”

Imo wrapped her arms tighter around Little Silas. “It’s called senile dementia. Lots of folks’ minds slip when they get old.”

Jeanette thrust her chin out and huffily crossed her arms across her chest. “How old is she anyway?”

“Well, I’m sixty-five and she had me when she was nineteen. So that makes her eighty-four.”

“That’s ancient,” Jeanette breathed. She leaned forward to peer around Imo and Little Silas. “Hey Lulu,” she said, giving me a swift, venomous look, “we’ve got us a crazy old biddy coming to live with us. Isn’t that just wonderful? And won’t life around here be fan-damn-tastic with her and Mama under the same roof?”

I didn’t say a thing. I only breathed a sigh of relief, happy that Imo still had her mind and that we were staying on the farm. My thoughts were spinning and what I needed to do more than anything was to run like the dickens down the dirt road to the river bottoms, sit down on the bank of the Etowah, wrap my arm around Bingo’s neck, and think for a long spell.

Imo shook her head slowly. “We will just have to make the best of it, girls,” she said in a trembly voice.

In the half-light, I saw her eyes grow shiny and watched her lips starting to tremble. I could not ever stand to see her cry, so I piped up in a preacherly tone, “I think this’ll be wonderful! My own granny coming to live with me. I can’t wait to meet her,” and at that very moment I made a vow to myself to love the woman. After all, she was my own flesh and blood, and what harm could an old lady do? A grandmother? My grandmother. Surely things couldn’t be as bad as they seemed.

Jeanette frowned. She huffed. She reared back and straightened one leg, holding it aloft and turning it this way and that to admire her red toenails. Then she leaned forward, put both elbows on her knees, and began twisting her hair around her fingers and muttering in low tones to herself—it was a funny way she had of thinking. I figured she was beginning to soften when I saw her head nodding ever so slightly. “Okay, then,” she said finally, “okay. I reckon I ain’t got no choice in the matter. But I thought she lived in one of those old folks’ homes.”

“Well, she was,” Imo said with a sigh, “she is, I mean. But she’s causing trouble there.”

Jeanette sat bolt upright. She turned to Imo. “What kind of trouble?”

“I’d just as soon not say,” Imo said in a low, composed voice.

“You have to!” Jeanette’s eyes glinted with delight. “Tell us, Mama. Tell us what kind of trouble that crazy old biddy’s getting herself into.”

“Well,” said Imo, patting a sprig of gray hair into place, “she’s been running off. Escaping.”

“You serious?” Jeanette giggled. “Where to?”

“Let’s just say she’s been causing quite a bit of a ruckus in Pamplico, South Carolina.”

Jeanette laced her fingers behind her head and swung her legs. “Give us the details,” she said.

“What it is, is, Mama keeps turning up at the Waffle House down the road apiece from the old folks’ home.” Imo’s voice broke off and she began playing a silent pat-a-cake game with Little Silas.

“Hmph. That ain’t no big deal.” Jeanette poked out her bottom lip.

Imo brought Little Silas’s plump fingers up to her lips to nuzzle them. She gazed off into the distance. She closed her eyes, then drew a deep breath to add in the faintest whisper, “when she’s wearing only a little bitty see-through nightie.”

“Woo-hoo!” Jeanette hollered. She shot up, stamping her bare feet, and clapping her hands; a small jig of delight that startled Bingo. “Bet that’s a sight to put folks off their feed!”

Imo’s face was beet red. In a high, thin voice she said, “So, girls, we’ve got to go fetch Mama. There’s no other choice, really. She’s family and it is our duty.”

Bingo pressed his nose between my knees, blessing me with a ripe dog smell as we sat there in the twilight, quiet for the moment, while that word—duty—zinged around in my head like a ricocheting bullet.

I’d heard Imo talk about duty plenty of times, and always it was in the context of something unpleasant, like paying taxes or serving on a jury. I glanced over at her profile, at the determined set of her jaw, and I knew it didn’t matter if she was half-dead or the house was on fire, that woman would do her duty.

My heart began beating so hard I could hear it throbbing against my eardrums. Suddenly I was imagining what was around the bend for us and bracing myself for the wildest trip of my life.




One Homecoming
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Imogene Lavender never imagined her mother would be coming back. When she left, she said to Imogene that she was shaking the dust of Euharlee, Georgia, off her feet. She didn’t even stop to pack her things. Left a dresser and a closet full of clothes, a bathroom drawer overflowing with curlers and combs and creams, and, most amazing, her prized antique trunk stuffed with photographs, letters, ticket stubs, and corsages. Locked tight, but just sitting there in one corner of her old bedroom.

Imo stood in the kitchen at dawn, coffee cup in hand, paralyzed by this recollection coming so fast and thick. Normally an act of her will, along with constant busyness, could keep this and other painful memories at bay. But today, the day she and Lou were to drive to Pamplico, South Carolina, to the Carolina Arms Apartments, to bring her mother back to Euharlee, she couldn’t fight them.

In another recollection she was an apple-cheeked five-year-old. She was following her mother outside into the hushed grayness of early morning to gather eggs for breakfast. Her mother’s voice floated back to Imogene as she stepped carefully along a path through beds of tiger lilies. “Look at all the tiny spiderwebs between the lilies, Imogene!” she whispered as she knelt down. “Just covered in that sparkly dew! Looks like a fairy world outside, doesn’t it?” Gently she touched Imo’s shoulder, turning her small frame to look out over the lawn. “See? A fairy world right in our own yard.” Her voice trembled, breathless, coating the words like a soft blanket, breathing into them such awe that the lawn in the lifting fog of morning seemed to have an almost magical quality.

Standing there, Imogene clutched the egg basket tighter. She looked out at the glittering world and back at her mother and said softly, “Oh! It really is, Mama. But where do the fairies go when the sun dries the dew up?”

Her mother laughed and kissed her cheek. “Why, they curl up inside the very center of the lilies. They go to sleep and wait for the darkness to come back out. They have to keep their skin purely white.”

“Pearly white?”

“Yes, sugar pie. Purely white and pearly white.” She held out her hand to take Imogene’s. “Let’s go fetch those eggs. We’ll carry them on in the house and then you can help me roll out the biscuits and we’ll rub one with butter while it’s hot and sprinkle on a little cinnamon-sugar for you.”

Imo tiptoed along, squeezing her mother’s hand to say, Yes, a cinnamon-sugar biscuit would be good, exhilarated by the sharpness of the cool morning air and the sparkling fairy world.

This was Imo’s first real memory, and so full of tenderness and safety that she wouldn’t have minded being able to crawl back into it and stay awhile. There were no words to explain the contentedness in her heart back then, the sweet mystery of having each need met, of feeling secure and loved no matter what. There seemed no need to doubt that things would always remain that way.

Stay here awhile. Just stay in this particular moment of your memory, she pleaded with herself, determined to savor the feeling of security. Not all of your memories of Mama are sweet, so don’t you go any further, Imogene Lavender. Don’t you cross that line into where the pain began!

She gripped the front edge of the sink and ground her teeth together. She willed herself to focus on the amber liquid in the Palmolive bottle: “Tough on Grease, Soft on Hands!” she read. But it was too late. Her eyes were drawn to the windowsill, to a small black-and-white ceramic Holstein cow that was a cream pitcher. As she studied the jagged lines of glue at the cow’s neck and hoof, her sweet memory dissolved into one that was disturbing.

Imo watched herself at eight years old perched high on a kitchen stool, sipping coffee-milk while Mama stirred grits and turned ham in a skillet. Her daddy was sitting at the small wooden table in the kitchen drinking his black coffee and listening to the radio as the county agent talked about the peach crop. He wasn’t very talkative or playful in the early mornings, but Imogene was just as happy to have her mother’s full attention.

“More coffee, Jewelldine,” he said when the weather report was over. He had the earnest look of a man waiting for inspiration, for energy to begin his day. “Reckon I’ll work down in the bottoms this morning, in the corn. Sounds like we got us a purty day coming.”

Jewelldine nodded and poured coffee for him. Next, she set the boiler of grits down onto a folded towel near his elbow, stood a minute flapping her hands over the pot, then turned back to get the pot lid left on top of the stove. “Flies sure are bad this summer, Burton.” She settled the lid in one swift stroke. “Shoo!” She stuck her bottom lip out. “They’re pesky little things!”

“I’m putting a bounty on these flies. Penny a piece.” He grinned and took a fresh gulp of coffee. “I’m gone hire Imogene here to catch ’em, and bring ’em in, dead or alive. Put the girl to work.”

Mama only grunted, but Imo was pleased by this notion of herself working. She figured she could swat all the flies in the house before her daddy came back in for lunch at noon. He’d be proud and Mama would be happy.

Imo’s biggest ambition was to make her parents happy, especially Mama. When her toys were not neatly put away or she was too loud and hurt Mama’s head, or when Mama scowled at the muddy stains on her dresses and shoes, she was stricken to the heart. What made her take up this burden of worry, Imo couldn’t quite say, but perhaps it was on account of being an only child for so long. Mama tried hard to have another baby, and she cried often about it when no more came for years and years. Then she stayed in bed for weeks on end, not speaking and barely eating, after the birth of one that died before it was born. His tiny grave had a lamb carved into the headstone. There had been other babies lost, too, and Imo knew her mama wanted a baby boy more than anything else on Earth. She said he would carry on the family name and help Imo’s daddy work on the farm. The fact that no living boy babies ever came made her mother feel sad and angry.

Sometimes Mama didn’t smile all day. Sometimes she acted mad at Imogene’s daddy. Today, though, Imogene was delighted when she bent and kissed him on his whiskery cheek. “I swannee, Burton. A bounty on a fly!” she said, and there was something joyous in the way she wrinkled her nose and bustled over to the oven wearing a red hot mitt on her hand to grab the biscuits out. She slid a golden biscuit onto a cheerful plate with the alphabet marching around the rim. She set this down in front of Imogene and tied a dish towel around her neck.

The three of them ate with the warm smell of sizzling ham circling the tiny kitchen, and the happy twang of Earl Scrugg’s banjo over the sound of a second pot of coffee percolating. When his plate was clean and his coffee cup empty, her daddy stood, pushed back his chair, and stretched. He bent over Imogene and kissed the top of her head tenderly. “See you later, Jewelldine,” he said to his wife, patting her hand. He left them still sitting at the table.

A fly settled onto the cow cream pitcher in the center of the table. Imogene studied the fly’s vibrating wings. She figured she could kill that fly. Please her mama.

She lifted her hand, moved it above the cream pitcher, and held it motionless a moment to fool the fly. In one split second, she brought her hand down fast as lightning. Too clumsy, she struck the cow and it clattered onto its side, the head and one leg breaking off and cream splattering everywhere.

Imogene froze. She stared at the white puddle seeping across the oilcloth and underneath their breakfast plates. Mama loves that cow, she thought. She sought Mama’s face to say she was sorry and tell her it was an accident.

Mama’s eyes flashed angrily. “You broke it!” she hissed, reaching for Imo’s thin arm and holding it hard.

Imo drew her shoulders up to her ears. “I’m sorry, Mama,” she said finally in a hoarse whisper. “Stop, please, you’re hurting me.”

“Hurting you?” Mama cried through clenched teeth, squeezing Imo harder. “Hurting you? Listen, missy, you broke my lovely pitcher! Ruined the table!” She pushed her stern face right up into Imo’s and whispered, “And now I will have to teach you a lesson. You need to learn how to behave!”

Imogene’s heart was racing. Her mother had spoken harshly to her on many occasions, but this was the first time she had lifted a hand to her.

“Yes! I need to teach you!” Each word of Mama’s threat felt like a slap.

Imo stopped breathing. “Mama,” she pleaded, tangling her fingers in her hair, “Mama, I’m sorry. So, so sorry. I mean it. I promise I won’t ever do it again!”

Mama didn’t seem to hear. “I’ll teach you, Imogene Rose Wiggins!” Mama released Imo’s arm and used both her hands to press Imo’s head down onto the table, into the cool cream puddle. She held her face in it for a long while, mashing it hard against the wet oilcloth.

So stunned she could barely breathe, Imo stopped resisting. Her chest ached from her swallowed sobs. Her blouse was cold and wet and the ends of her hair sodden.

Finally Mama released her, swiped her hands on the pockets of her apron, and said calmly, “Okeydokey, let’s get this cleaned up, dear.” She strode over to the screen door that led out onto the back porch, opened it, and shooed a fly out. “Do it immediately,” she said, staring out across the yard.

Imo nodded, patting her face dry with the hem of her blouse. Clumsily she slid from the tall stool and went to the sink for the dishrag. Mama was a scary presence behind her as she washed and dried the table and the dishes and then collected the pieces of the ceramic cow.

She had never seen Mama quite like that before—so furious, and possessed by this terrible, cruel thing that took shape and began to live in her then. After that morning in the kitchen, Imo knew her life would be different somehow. A barrier had been knocked down, one that had been the dividing line between Imo’s former innocence and her new uneasy life with Mama.

Imo didn’t know exactly what seized Mama at certain moments, but it seemed like she became an entirely different person. Something told Imo that nothing she could say or do would head things off during these spells with Mama. She just had to wait them out. Endure. After these fogs passed, Mama acted as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. You would have thought she might say “I’m sorry, sweetie. I must’ve lost my head,” or try to make amends of some sort, but Mama blazed right on ahead with the day’s agenda. Come bedtime, she turned back the covers on Imo’s trundle bed and patted the pillow before tucking Imo in. She’d kiss her cheek and listen as Imo said her prayers.

“What time are we going to leave?” Lou’s voice jolted Imo out of her memory.

“What, sugar foot?” Imo asked, shaking her head and looking at Lou standing barefoot in her nightgown.

“I said, what time are we leaving? I’m going to go get ready.”

Imo tried to calculate the distance from Euharlee, Georgia, to Pamplico, South Carolina. “Nine-thirty or so,” she said. “That ought to give us enough time. Don’t wake Jeanette and the baby. We’ll leave them here so we’ll have room for Mama’s things.”

The truth of the matter was that Jeanette hadn’t stopped fussing since yesterday morning when they’d moved her and Little Silas into Lou’s room to create a spare bedroom. She’d hollered and kicked the walls and let out a string of filthy words that made Imo’s ears burn. All Imo could do was hope against hope that when the girl and the old lady were face-to-face they would click, and pray that if this miracle didn’t occur, then Jeanette would just learn to accept her over time.

“Alrighty, Imo.” Lou smiled. She knew the real reason to let Jeanette sleep. “Where is it we’re going again?”

“Going to the Carolina Arms Apartments in Pamplico, South Carolina,” Imo answered, untying her apron. “Located along the Great Pee Dee River.”

“She lives on a river?”

“That’s what Mr. Dilly said.”

“The Pee Dee River,” Lou mused. “I wonder if it’s as pretty as the Etowah.”

Imo watched Lou leave. I don’t have the faintest, she thought to herself as she sank down into a chair at the kitchen table, mashed up a crumb with her pointer finger and absentmindedly rolled it around on her thumb. She was trying to make sense of it all, thinking about what Mr. Eugene Dilly, the manager of the Carolina Arms, had said about Mama and the Great Pee Dee River.

He said they’d found the old woman more times than they could count, either swimming in the river or setting out on a flat rock in the middle, fishing with a bamboo pole. Mr. Dilly said he did not want to be responsible for a resident drowning. “We simply cannot restrain Miz Wiggins. It is bad enough,” he said, “to have a patient with such a severe case of senile dementia, but during her spells of what the doctors here are calling extreme paranoia, she is amazingly strong. Crafty, too. Plus, her money’s run out again. She’s a month in arrears.”

This was not a surprise to Imo. She and Silas had been sending money off and on for years, and since his passing she hadn’t refused the old woman’s demands. Thank the Good Lord in Heaven that with the money from Silas’s life insurance policy, and her monthly check from social security, combined with a small inheritance from Silas’s uncle Bud, they managed to get by. She had supposed she would go on sending money any time Mama called. That was the only time she ever called, when she was broke, but to Imo’s mind, the checks she sent were a small price to pay for the peace the distance between them brought. Gladly she would have sent every last penny she had not to be going today.

Oh, the hole Silas’s passing had left in her life. He would have been her rock to lean on during all this. He would have made things better. He always knew what to do.

Imo desperately held on to the notion that Mama couldn’t be “getting even worse, if you can believe it,” as Mr. Dilly claimed when he described her latest escapades. He said that Jewelldine Wiggins must be going back in time to her childhood because she was now calling him Pepaw whenever he hauled her up out of the river. “Tried to hop up in my lap oncet,” he laughed. “I rode down to the river in my pickup truck when somebody said they seen her out there in the middle, up on that big ole rock, and I got her back to the bank, up the hill, and opened the passenger door for her and told her ‘Hop on in and I’ll carry you back home,’ and then I went around and got behind the wheel and before I knew it, Miz Wiggins was trying to get in my lap! Calling me Pepaw and pouting about me making her go inside and it not dark yet. Telling me to carry her on home with me and Memaw and not to make her go back home to her folks’ house. Said her father would whip her good. Course, she wouldn’t fit, what with the steering wheel and all.” He exploded in laughter. “Gol doggit! Was funny, it sure was. Got to have a sense of humor to work with old folks like I do. But even we can’t keep your mama safe and secure no more, Miz Lavender, and I sure would hate to see her drownded. They’s another place, near here, where they’ve got it more secure. They keep all kinds of old folks in there what have lost their minds.” He chuckled again. “Want me to get the number and set up a meeting time? I know the feller who runs it.”

“Let me call you back, Mr. Dilly,” Imo stalled. “I’d like to talk to my pastor and seek his advice.” But after she thought things through, she decided against mentioning Mr. Dilly’s conversations to Reverend Peddigrew. Something about saying these things aloud seemed disrespectful toward her mother, but mostly it would make tending to it unavoidable.

So Imo bought a bit more time by sending several good chunks of money directly to the Carolina Arms Apartments, and then for quite a while, she just ignored the reports from Mr. Dilly. She contented herself with the knowledge that they were professionals there at the Carolina Arms and that the little bonuses she was adding to the checks must surely compensate them for their troubles. Wasn’t providing for her mother’s sustenance all that duty required as far as being a good daughter? She told herself that she’d done more for her mother than anybody else would have under similar circumstances. Lots of people would have turned a deaf ear to someone who’d done them the way Mama’d done her.

Another reason she didn’t want to mention her dilemma to the Reverend Peddigrew was that commandment about honoring your father and mother. The Fifth Commandment. What did it mean anyway? Was she breaking it? It nagged at her occasionally, but she managed to keep busy enough to outrun it—thinking of the day-today business of caring for the girls, the farm, the Garden Club, her vegetable garden, the shut-ins she tended to, and that precious, perfect light-of-her-life, Little Silas.

Three weeks ago Imo was standing in the kitchen making a scrambled egg for Little Silas’s breakfast when Mr. Dilly called once again and said very firmly this time that Jewelldine Wiggins could not stay at the Carolina Arms Apartments no matter how much money Imo sent. A million bucks wouldn’t be enough.

“You’ve simply got to come and fetch your mother, Miz Lavender. You’re the only family she’s got. Only soul listed on her forms here.”

This can’t be true, Imo remembered thinking, this can’t be happening. She couldn’t even imagine seeing her mother, much less carrying her back to Euharlee after all this time. She asked Mr. Dilly for the number of the maximum security personal care home that he had mentioned earlier. She called, and after they quoted prices to her, she picked her jaw up off her chest, thanked them, and hung up. That night she lay on her bed and cried like she hadn’t since Silas passed.

When Imo had the kitchen tidied up, she sat at the table with her hands folded in her lap, waiting for Lou to finish feeding Bingo and Dusty Red. She winced when the phone rang.

Tentatively she picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Well, hello to you, dear!” It was her best friend Martha Peddigrew’s cheery voice. Martha was the Reverend Lemuel Peddigrew’s wife, as well as the president of the Garden Club. “How are you? I feel like I haven’t talked to you in a month of Sundays!”

“Yes, well, I’ve just been real busy,” Imo said.

“Pray tell what’s been so important you can’t pick up the phone and call your dear buddy?” Martha teased.

“Uh …” Imo had to think fast, “just, you know, tending to the girls and Little Silas and all.”

“I see. I hope you’re not too busy for a visit later on today, this afternoon sometime. I want to bring you a loaf of my sourdough bread and jar of homemade strawberry jam.”

“That is so sweet of you to offer, Martha, but I’ve got to, uh …” Imo faltered, “I’ve got to run into town and pick something up and I don’t know when I’ll get home.” This was not actually a lie, Imo told herself.

Though a part of her wanted to confide in Martha, she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Facing the vast unknown made her anxious, and she didn’t quite know how to put everything into words. “We’ll have to catch up later,” she said, “gotta run now.”

Martha sounded hurt as she said good-bye.

It didn’t take ten minutes to get out of Euharlee, and not half an hour more to go down through the cornfields and vast stretches of kudzu that were Acworth and Elizabeth, Georgia. By eleven o’clock they were completely out of the farmlands and in Atlanta, heading for I-20, which would take them all the way to Florence, South Carolina.

Imo gripped the steering wheel. Pamplico along the Great Pee Dee River! All at once a vision flashed into her imagination and she saw the slippery red-clay banks of a brown body of water running beside a string of buildings that included a post office, a five-and-dime, a beauty shop, and a courthouse. Crowds of people were strolling down the sidewalk that ran between the shops and the river, and Imo’s attention was drawn to the solitary figure of an old woman among them.

It was Mama. Imo strained to picture her more clearly, to make out what, or more aptly who, she was these days. This was an impossible task.

“What are we supposed to call her?” Lou piped up as they turned onto I-20. “Granny? Grandma? Tara calls her grandmother Memaw, and so does Linda May.”

Oh, what a question! Imo scowled. Grandma and Granny had a certain feel to them—loving, warm, and embracing. A granny, as well as a grandma, was someone rocking on the front porch with a lap full of butter beans to shell, or some mending, who, when she sees a grandchild, pushes aside her task to pat her lap and say “Come right on up here and let me see you, honey-child!” And Memaw was a big-bosomed woman in a checked housedress covered by an apron made from a feed sack, wrapping you in her arms between sweeping and frying up a skillet full of okra. None of these fit Jewelldine Wiggins.

“Well, Loutishie,” Imo said, wondering how to explain her mother to the girl, “you know that her given name is Jewelldine Wiggins, and since she’s my mother, that would make her your grandmother Wiggins.”

Lou’s face was serious as she contemplated this. “Grandmother Wiggins?” She frowned.

“Well, I reckon we ought to just think on that for a spell then, hmm, sugar foot? Maybe when you see her for the first time, it will hit you what you ought to call her.” Imo did her best to give the girl a reassuring smile. She felt she’d managed to put on a pretty good face about things so far, but ever since Mr. Dilly’s last call, she’d been literally dreading this day and hoping the way she felt inside wasn’t showing. Every single time she thought about seeing Mama, her heart sped up so fast she got swimmy-headed, and now, here they were, actually on their way to fetch her. Imo had to face the facts; there was no way to sugarcoat things for Loutishie and Jeanette anymore. Give me strength, Lord, she breathed.

They spent the next thirty miles in silence, watching strings of signs for fast-food places and gas stations pass by. Imo thought, wouldn’t it be nice if you could just turn your brain off sometimes and move through life unaware? Then a body could have some peace. She was still thinking of this when they cruised through a Dairy Dawg for hamburgers, french fries, and Cokes. With one hand Imo settled her drink, unwrapped her burger, and took a bite.

Of course, that’s not the way life works, she mused as she chewed and drove along four lanes of thick lunchtime traffic. There were constant streams of cars just full of folks driving along to who knew what. Folks who no doubt had troubles of their own, except Imo could not imagine that any of them would face something as hard as she was heading to today.

“Sure are a bunch of people around here,” Lou said in a wondering voice, almost like she could read Imo’s mind.

“Yessirree,” Imo said. “Reckon how the Lord keeps up with everybody?” She looked at Lou’s slumped little shoulders. “I reckon we know just about every soul in Euharlee, don’t we?” she asked to lighten the mood.

Lou shrugged.

Sadness rose up inside Imo—a painful lump that began in her heart, moved to her throat, and then brought a shine to her eyes. She felt a twinge of concern for dear Lou. How could she make this easier on the child? Why did life have to be so hard for such a sweet girl? She had already lost her mother, didn’t know who her father was, and was now on her way to get some grandmother she’d never known. A woman with a mean, dark streak no one could change—not doctors; not Imogene’s dear, long-suffering daddy, God rest his soul; and not Imogene. She had a good mind to make a U-turn and just ignore Mr. Dilly. Tell Jeanette and Lou it was all a big joke.

Things had been healing up around their house finally. Jeanette was back at high school, going to graduate and make a life for herself and Little Silas. Lou wasn’t moping around so much and Imo herself was back in the groove of life. Though memories of dear Silas and Fenton Mabry were as close as the photos lining the mantel, or a walk down the dirt road to the river bottoms of the farm, Time had been a great and wonderful healer in regard to their passing.

She drove on, knuckles white on the steering wheel. How many years had it been since she’d last seen her mother? At least fifteen, because Lou was fifteen. Must be closer to sixteen. As she calculated this, forcing herself to remember, her pulse began to race and breathing became difficult. She was not fit to be driving, she told herself as she eased over to the shoulder of the highway and stopped completely to pat her chest.

“What’s wrong?” Lou’s eyes were wide as she laid a hand on Imo’s arm. She shook her gently when she didn’t get an answer.

Imo sat and stared blankly. She couldn’t think. Images flashed through her brain as cars whizzed by.

“Oh!” Lou squeaked, shaking Imo harder to get an answer. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?!”

“I’m okay,” Imo managed finally, “just had a little spell. Things are going to be fine.” She peered into the child’s narrow face and somehow gathered herself together and managed to ease back out onto the highway. They drove for a long while in silence. “A whole ’nother state!” Imo called out exuberantly as they passed the Welcome to South Carolina sign. “Isn’t this exciting?”

“Yes ma’am,” Lou replied, with a suspicious look on her face.

When they reached Florence, Imo dug into her handbag for the scrap of paper where she’d written Mr. Dilly’s directions. “Not much farther,” she said, mashing the accelerator as they sped through Windy Hill and Claussen. She gripped the wheel tighter, with trembling hands, when she saw the first mileage sign with Pamplico on it. She maneuvered past an auto body repair shop, a tiny white clapboard house that read Bella’s Flowers, and two barbecue shacks—the totality of the city of Orum. “Be the next town,” she whispered under her breath.

Imo’s head was a tangle of excitement and dread as they entered the Pamplico city limits. The appointed time was here. She wondered whether her mother would be in the present, or be the little girl Mr. Dilly spoke of. And what would she think of Lou, her very own grandchild? Would she still be so quick to fly into a rage and spew out painful words?

Before long she spied the Carolina Arms up on a sloping hill. It was a long two-story white cinder-block building with a flat black roof and a strip of green grass out front. Behind it stretched a thick wall of pines. Imo decided that the Great Pee Dee River lay beyond that.

No turning back now, Imo thought as she pulled the Impala onto a gray half-circle of asphalt in front of the Carolina Arms. Slowly they cruised by the glass entrance, which jutted out like a hotel lobby. A small sign in the grass read “Manager/Office” and had an arrow pointing down a narrow walkway. She idled awhile until her heart stopped racing. She couldn’t let Loutishie see how upset she was. She had to be a calm bulwark. Slowly she pulled in a deep breath. “Alrighty, Lou!” she said, “we certainly are in the right place!” She patted the child’s knee and pulled around to park in a row of visitor’s spaces.

They stepped out into suffocating heat, marched up the walkway, and pushed open double-glass doors. The sharp smell of antiseptic and a blast of cool air met them as they entered the Carolina Arms. Old folks lined the walls of the long, burgundy-carpeted foyer; some slumped in wheelchairs with their eyes closed, some leaned on walkers, and a few sat in plastic-covered wing chairs. A large middle-aged lady wearing a smock printed with teddy bears and rainbows looked up at Imo and Lou from behind a receptionist’s desk. “Hello, ladies,” she said, smiling brightly. “What may I do for you today?”

“Hello. I’m Imogene Lavender, and this is Loutishie, and we’ve come to fetch my mother, Jewelldine Wiggins.” These words tumbled out of Imo by themselves. Was she imagining it when she thought this woman’s eyes grew wider at the mention of Mama’s name?

“Wonderful!” the lady gushed, peering hard over her bifocals at Imo, quickly straightening a pile of papers and stuffing them into a folder. “I’m Miz Johnson. You two make yourselves at home and just give me a second to get her things together here.”

Imogene selected a butterscotch lozenge from a cut-glass dish and sat down on a wooden bench. She touched a plastic flower arrangement on the table at her elbow. “How lovely!” she exclaimed, pretending this was nothing but an ordinary exchange of pleasantries.

“I’ll call Mr. Dilly,” Miz Johnson said, reaching quickly for the phone on the wall while keeping her eyes fastened on Imo. “Let’s get him right on up here. I imagine he’s got things all ready for the final checkout.”

“Thank you kindly,” Imo said, reaching for Lou’s small hand. She felt that this was one of those moments she would revisit time and again, one that would separate her life like the chapters of a book.

Loutishie’s Notebook

When Mr. Dilly came around the corner with his arm leading this ancient woman, Imo jumped in her seat and squeezed my hand. I stared hard at the old lady’s humped back and then at her pot belly beneath what looked like a frilly Easter dress. Her chin stuck out sharply and she had dark beady eyes underneath a straw hat. She wore white gloves and black patent-leather Mary Janes.

This is Imo’s mother, I thought, my grandmother. This woman standing here is bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh, as folks in the Bible said whenever they were relatives.

Before Mr. Dilly had a chance to introduce himself, the old woman yanked away from him and scooted forward to grab Imo’s arm. “Memaw!” she said into Imo’s face, “I sure have been missing you!”

“Mama,” Imo finally murmured, “I’ve come to carry you back home to Euharlee.”

“Well, where’s Pepaw at then? Why didn’t he come with you?” She turned her attention to me. “Hi cousin Annalea. Why didn’t y’all bring my Pepaw?”

“Um, I … I …” The cat had my tongue.

“Mama,” Imo said firmly, “this is Loutishie. Your Vera’s daughter. Your granddaughter.”

“Hello ma’am,” I squeaked out. “Nice to make your acquaintance.”

“Why, Annalea!” the old face looked me up and down hard, “you know you don’t call me ‘ma’am,’ and just look at you, you’re skinny as a beanpole. You aren’t eating enough to keep up your strength.” This said, she turned and wrapped her old withered arms around Imo, burying her face in Imo’s blouse. “Memaw, you really ought to make Annalea eat more, and also you ought to have brought my Pepaw.”

Mr. Dilly set a red suitcase on the floor. He smiled and pulled the woman away from Imo. “We’re having one of our confused spells, aren’t we, Miz Jewell?” he said gently, grasping her wrists and speaking directly into her face. “Remember, you’re going home today.”

“Home, home, home!” she said firmly, then clapped her hands, leaned over to me, and whispered, “Wanna play dolls when we get home, Cousin Annalea?”

I held my breath as Mr. Dilly tried to steer her away. I guess he could tell I was terrified.

“Let go of me!” She crossed her arms, pouting.

“Mama,” Imo said, biting her lip and shaking her head. “Mama.”

All I really wanted to do at that point was to run away fast and far, but I managed to stay put while Imo kept calling out “Mama! Listen to me, Mama!” and Mr. Dilly said “Jewell, Jewell! You’re going home!” until they managed to get her settled down.

That’s when I decided to call this person Mama Jewell.

All of a sudden Mama Jewell stopped fussing. Her eyes opened really wide and she nodded. “I’m ready!” she crowed, “ready to get myself on back home! I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time.”

“Be just as soon as we get your papers together and your things loaded up.” Mr. Dilly slapped the side of the red suitcase happily. Turning to Miz Johnson, he instructed her to get out a paper for Imo to sign as well as an invoice that would settle the account.

Leaning against the wall and trying not to look at any of those other old folks who were staring at us, I thought about the crazy scene. I couldn’t decide whether to think it was funny or to feel sorry for Imo and be sad about it. I knew she was feeling poorly, because she kept pausing now and then to press her hand over her heart while Miz Johnson gave her instructions on the procedure to claim Mama Jewell.
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