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Part One

1939




Chapter 1


A chilly Peace infests the Grass

The Sun respectful lies—

Not any Trance of industry

These shadows scrutinize.

— Emily Dickinson



I stared at the ceiling in silence. Although it was so dark I don’t think it could really be called staring at all. More like tilting my chin up in that direction.

My room was cold and quiet, the moon casting eerie shadows through my window over the things that, at thirteen years old, I held dear. My china doll, my stuffed bears, my book collection …

“Alcyone,” a voice whispered.

I gasped and jerked my head toward the door.

Mama stood by my bed, clad in a milky-white nightgown, her long, dark hair falling down her shoulders. She held a finger up to her lips.

“Come on, Allie,” she whispered, grabbing my wrist gently. “I want you to see the stars.”

My heart still thumping, I followed her down the hallway, my bare feet pattering on the cold wooden floor. The moon shone on the clock by the staircase. 2:52.

I rubbed my eyes groggily. “Where are we —”

Mama halted in the doorway of the kitchen, the moonlight illuminating her from the back.

“Close your eyes.”

I did, and let her lead me out the little door until I could feel the damp grass between my toes. I shivered at everything I could feel and sense: the chilly air, the chirping crickets, the dewy earth …

“Open them,” Mama commanded, lowering her hold from my wrist to my hand.

I did, and the first thing I saw was heaven, the way it was meant to look from earth.

Millions of dazzling stars were strung across the sky above us. Twinkling and dancing and singing. My heart skipped a beat.

I knelt on the ground beside Mama and stretched back to see as much of the sky as possible. It just seemed to go on and on, covering the fields around us with a sweet and heavy blanket.

I tilted my head and racked my brain for words to describe it. Eerie … dreamy … alluring … enthralling … breathtaking.

“The moon is distant from the sea,” Mama murmured, “and yet with amber hands, she leads him, docile as a boy, along appointed sands.”

I turned to look at Mama. She was staring at the sky, a strange look on her face. She was so beautiful … so light and delicate.

I was confused. “Mama,” I whispered, “we aren’t at the sea.” I’d never been to the sea, and I was quite sure she hadn’t been in many, many years.

Mama’s lips upturned in a little smile. “That was Dickinson.”

She reached over and stroked my cheek. Her eyes had a far-off mist. “One day you’ll understand, Allie. One day you’ll be a great writer too.”

“Is that what you want of me?” I whispered.

Mama nodded slowly, stroking my cheek. “Yes, my miracle. I want you to write and I want you to be happy.”

I longed to ask more questions, but Mama was so peaceful that night I rolled back around and stared at the stars in silence while Mama sang softly in French. I painted in my mind the sweetest dream of a lifetime spent gardening the stars.

Mama had a beautiful voice. It was high and clear. When she sang it sounded like dozens of little tinkling bells. I used to lie awake in bed and listen to her play the piano and sing from the foyer until my eyelids slid down and shut.

For the last six years, it had been the two of us, just like this. I was born when Mama thought she was already an old woman: 1925, the year she turned forty-seven. She always called me her “miracle baby” as a result.

All Mama and I had were each other. Mama said that the world was full of people — and people are full of evil. She told me there was no one and nothing you could trust but where you come from and who you are. We didn’t talk to those evil people. We kept to ourselves and spent our time keeping busy.

I heard a meow from across the yard. “Daphne,” I whispered, holding out my hands for my little orange kitten. I held her close and whispered in her little feline ears the names of the different constellations. “And that one right there is Taurus — it holds the star Alcyone, just like my name. See, Daphne?” I yawned, smiling. Daphne purred and settled her head on my stomach. I stared at my namesake. “I’m a star, aren’t I?”

The moon began to grow hazy and dim as my eyelids started to drop. Mama rubbed my back with one hand and sang to herself as I drifted off to sleep.

Saturday was window-washing day. I was in charge of the downstairs windows, and Mama took care of the upstairs.

I wrung my cloth in the water and created swirly marks on the windowpane. I sighed and let the rag slide down the glass, leaving behind a soapy trail.

Upstairs, I could hear Mama belting out the words to her favorite opera. I rocked back and forth on my heels as I scrubbed the kitchen windows, swishing the rag along with the song.

The doorbell rang.

I dropped my washcloth and ran to the door, pausing to fix my apron and hair. “Who is it?” I called.

“Sam Carroll,” came the muffled response.

My shoulders dropped. Great. I opened the door and frowned. “What do you want, Sam?”

Sam grinned, handing me a bouquet of wildflowers and a little wrapped parcel. “Happy birthday, Allie.”

I sighed. “My birthday isn’t until tomorrow.”

Sam continued to grin, oblivious to my irritation. “I know. But we’re going out of town to visit my aunt Rachel, who lives right on the seashore where you can actually go out and swim and everything, and we won’t be back for three weeks, so I thought I’d give you your gift today.” He took a deep breath before handing me the parcel, grinning all the while.

I tried to smile back. Now, don’t get me wrong. Sam Carroll wasn’t a creep or bully or anything. It’s just that he was … well, he was Sam Carroll, for goodness’ sake. I’d only known him for forever and he’d only followed me around for even longer. For nearly fourteen years I’d endured Sam’s freckled face and wayward brown hair and adoring blue eyes.

I was kind of sick of him.

“Thanks, Sam,” I said, trying to shut the door.

“Alcyone!” Mama called from upstairs.

I grimaced. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Who’s at the door?”

“It’s just Sam Carroll, Mama!”

“Oh.” There was a pause and then Mama was at the door behind me, smiling at Sam. “How lovely of you to drop by, Sam.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Everly.” Sam pulled his hands out of his pockets and blushed. “I was just dropping off Allie’s birthday gift.”

“How lovely.” Mama stroked my hair and smiled at me. “Alcyone, dear, did you thank Sam?”

Why does she insist on calling me Alcyone whenever company’s around? She never does it any other time. I forced another smile. “Thank you, Sam.”

“Won’t you stay for tea?” Mama asked, wiping her dirty hands on her apron. “We were just about to take a break and enjoy some cookies in the garden.”

“Thank you,” Sam said, following us into the house.

I glared at Mama’s back as we walked through the hall.

“So, Allie, are you turning fourteen?”

Sam. I glanced at him out of the side of my eye, annoyed because he was interrupting my glaring. “Yes.”

“Are you having a party?”

I frowned at him. With what friends? “No.”

“Oh.”

Mama led us out into the garden, where a little table was set up with three chairs. What?

As if reading my mind, Sam asked, “Who else were you expecting?”

“You,” Mama said simply, turning back into the house to get the pitcher of lemonade.

Now that we were alone, Sam pulled out my chair and then sat down next to me. Daphne pranced up and rubbed her head against Sam’s leg, and he leaned down to stroke Daphne’s furry little head. I turned my glare to her. Traitor.

Daphne purred and playfully swatted Sam’s hand. Sam laughed. “Hey, watch it!” He sat back and looked around in wonder. “Your garden looks amazing.”

It was amazing, of course. That’s what generally happens when you have an unsociable, fantasy-prone mother.

“Thank you,” Mama said, shutting the screen door with a bang. “The roses bloomed nicely this year, didn’t they? Alcyone tended them. I didn’t touch a single bud, I swear.” She smiled at me as she served us lemonade, and I noticed she’d gotten out her best pitcher. I stared at her hands. They were white and smooth, seemingly untouched. I propped my chin up. How does she keep her hands so pretty?

Suddenly one of them began to shake. Mama put down the pitcher with a thud and crossed her hands behind her back. She was shivering, though, and she turned her head.

Sam nodded, picking up a giant cookie. “The roses are beautiful.”

I glanced across the garden and studied my work. I’d decided long ago to plant nothing but pink and white roses, winding down the garden path and up the old white trellis that shadowed the little gazebo where Mama was married.

Beside the gazebo was a little pond of goldfish surrounded by lilies and guarded by a weathered stone angel. On the other side of the garden were four thin stone pathways, lined with colorful flowers, all leading up to a cushioned little bench.

“Your garden makes my little bouquet seem puny, Mrs. Everly,” Sam said, popping a blueberry into his mouth.

“Well, it took years of hard labor to get it this way.” Mama beamed and looked over her garden.

And an extremely devoted daughter. I took a bite out of my cookie, washing it down with a sip of lemonade.

“I wanted to create a place where the fairies could play,” Mama said softly, still gazing over the flowers, now with a distant look on her face. “Where nothing could go wrong.” She twisted her empty ring finger.

I exchanged a glance with Sam, a little embarrassed.

“Mama, would you please pass the cream cheese?” I interrupted.

Mama snapped out of her daze. “Of course, darling.”

“These are wonderful cookies,” Sam said through a mouthful of food. He gulped and smiled.

“Thank you. It was my grandmother’s recipe. She used it during the Civil War.”

“Oh?” Sam dabbed his mouth with a napkin.

Uh-oh. Here we go with the Battle of Atlanta. I sunk in my seat. The one thing she had to be able to remember perfectly.

“It was the Battle of Atlanta. In 1864,” Mama began, gazing at the sky. “The summer had been unbearably hot. My grandmother thought it would never end.”

I grabbed another cookie and ran through different musings in my head, tuning Mama out. I suppose I should have bailed out Sam and changed the subject, but at the moment I didn’t feel in any rush to assist him at all. He’s the one who got her started on that long story anyway.

I twisted the ring on my pinky finger and thought of words to describe Sam. Annoying … nosy … bothersome … dopey …

“And then he …” Mama paused, a confused look on her face. Her brow tightened as she concentrated. “He …”

Sam frowned. “He did what, Mrs. Everly?”

Mama squinted up at the sky. “I can’t … I can’t remember.”

I glanced at her. “It’s okay, Mama. Don’t strain yourself.” I sat on my hands, resisting the urge to get up and wrap my arms around her.

She frowned, her eyes not meeting mine. “I’m fine.”

“Wow,” Sam said after a somewhat awkward silence. “What a story.”

Mama nodded. “Yes. Grandmother was quite the woman.”

Sam nodded, his eyes enthusiastic. “I love war stories. I’m going to be in the army one day too.”

“Oh.” Mama rubbed her finger along the rim of her glass. “I’m sorry … I just wish I could remember …” She frowned and looked around the table. “Allie, where’s the salt shaker?”

I lowered my voice. “Mama, it’s right in front of you.”

“Oh.” Mama rubbed her forehead. “I didn’t see it.”

Sam nodded again and pushed back from the table. “Thank you so much for the tea, Mrs. Everly. And happy birthday, Allie.”

I didn’t meet his eye. He was such a goody two-shoes. He didn’t deserve to be said good-bye to. Not in a million years would I ever …

“Alcyone,” Mama whispered through gritted teeth.

“Good-bye” I looked down.

Sam nodded at us both and walked back toward the house.

“Have fun at your aunt’s house,” Mama called, waving at him. I sighed and went inside to practice the piano. The windows could wait a little longer.

“What did that boy give you?”

My head jolted up from my mashed potatoes. “What boy?”

Mama’s face glowed from the candlelight that lined the table. We were sitting in the garden, watching the fireflies dance in the cool evening breeze. “Sam.”

“Oh.” I played with my potatoes. “A sketchbook and chalk set.” I made a face. It was exactly what I wanted. Sam had been listening when I went on and on about painting on our way home from school last week. To fill the silence, of course. I’d already forced down the pleasure from Sam knowing what I wanted and convinced myself he just wanted to annoy me with his obnoxious niceness.

“That’s nice.” Mama pushed her plate away. She sighed to herself and gazed over my shoulder, a strange look on her face.

I continued to mess with my potatoes in silence a few more minutes. “I haven’t drawn anything yet,” I said finally. “But I’d like to know if you’ll pose for me tonight.”

“Of course,” Mama said. She frowned at something behind me.

I looked over my shoulder, curious as to what she was staring at. There was nothing there except a few blackbirds perched on top of the house.

“Any ideas as to how you’d like me to draw you?”

Mama continued to stare into the distance.

“Mama? Mama!”

Mama’s head jerked as she looked around, disoriented. “What—Where am I?”

I reached my arm across the table and stroked her hand. “You’re in the garden, Mama. Don’t you see?” I massaged her wrist, fighting back worry.

“Hmm?” Mama looked around groggily.

“Mama,” I whispered, pulling her up to her feet, “maybe you should go inside for the night.”

Mama trudged to the kitchen, muttering to herself, as I cleaned up the dishes in the garden.

When the last of the silverware was put away and the candles were snuffed, I grabbed my notebook and headed out to the hills to watch the sun set.

The countryside of Tennessee was a place of great beauty, one that never ceased to fill my mind. When I sat upon the highest hill, I could see for miles around me, the rolling grass engulfing me in large green pools. The Carroll’s little farmhouse, Mr. Ward’s old tractors, the Peterson’s horses … and my own little house, a quaint smudge in the distance.

I opened up my notebook and took out the new set of chalks Sam gave me. He’ll never have to know I actually used them.

I flipped to a new page and began to fill in the colors of the sun sinking behind the old white church. Fiery red, burnt orange, creamy yellow.

The only sounds I could hear were the scraping of my chalk over the distant neighing of the horses being led back into their stables.

I bent my head over my drawing and shaded in the vibrant reflection from the pond near the church. My eyes flickered up. The sky was beginning to turn gray.

I held back my notebook to observe the drawing. Not bad.

I turned the page and smoothed out the creamy white paper. In the top corner, I wrote,


May 28, 1939.

I wonder if the great poets and artists of the world ever came to Tennessee. I bet that if they had, the beauty of these hills and farms would have been drawn all over their minds for years to come. I know that they will always be drawn on mine.

Sometimes, when I come up here, I feel like I’m closer to God. Or the heavens. I’ve never told Mama that. She doesn’t think that God exists – doesn’t believe in a life after death. I know I should believe her, that I shouldn’t question anything she says, but yet I still wonder. What is there outside this tiny world and all our short lifetimes?

I wish I had a friend.



I flipped the notebook shut and laid back on the grass, listening to my heart beat until everything around me was nearly dark. Then I stumbled back home and tucked myself into bed.


Chapter 2


New feet within my garden go,

New fingers stir the sod;

A troubadour upon the elm

Betrays the solitude.

— Emily Dickinson



It was a scream that woke me. I jolted up in bed, my senses pulsing. What was that?

There it was again — a bloodcurdling shriek. “Get away from me!”

Mama! I jumped out of bed and threw open the door, running down the hall. I burst into Mama’s doorway and stood, chest heaving.

Mama was standing on her bed, her eyes wide with fright. “Get it!” she cried. “Oh, Allie, take it away!”

I looked around the room and blinked. Nothing. “Get what?” I finally asked.

“The bird!” Mama shrieked, hurling her pillow at the vanity. “The snake! Oh, Allie, it must have gotten in through the window!”

I looked at the window. It was closed.

With an eye on Mama, I inched toward the vanity. Mama’s hair stood up like a madwoman, her face as pale as her nightgown.

I picked up the pillow she had thrown and scooped up the broken shards of glass. “Oh no,” I muttered. A perfume bottle had broken. Liquid ran down the dresser, staining the pure white wood.

“Is it gone?”

“Yes, Mama.” I threw the glass shards into the wastebasket. My breath caught and I glanced down to see blood trickling down my finger. I pressed it in my pajamas and bit my lip. “It went away. Back out the window.”

“Is it coming back?”

I turned and looked at my mother. The terror and anger had left from her face, and now she stood on the bed, shaking. Her tangled hair fell across her face as she dropped the pillow she’d been clinging to. Then, without a word, she collapsed on her knees and broke into tears.

I rushed across the room and put my arm around her, rocking her back and forth. “It’s okay, Mama,” I whispered into her hair. “It’s okay.”

“Its eyes were so cold, Allie,” Mama sobbed into my lap. “They were staring right at me.”

“I know.” I stared at the empty vanity, illuminated by moonlight. “It’s gone now.”

“Allie?” Mama whimpered.

“Yes?”

She looked up at me with bloodshot eyes and gripped my hand. “Will you stay with me tonight?”

I gulped down the lump in my throat and nodded. “Of course, Mama. I’ll stay.”

I stroked Mama’s hair and sang to her softly until she fell asleep. Tears stung behind my eyes, threatening to overflow.

I buried my face in the pillow. No one else knew. No one else would ever know. I was all Mama needed.

In the morning, she’d forget all about the snake. She always did. Maybe she’d have a good day again and she’d be able to laugh and chat.

Or maybe she’d have a bad day.

No, I couldn’t think about that. There would be no more bad days. As long as I stayed with her, Mama would get better.

Help her remember, the doctor said. Read her favorite books. Sing her favorite songs.

I’d done it. I’d read the books. I’d sung the songs. And she still wasn’t better.

I clenched my fists and stuck one in my mouth to stop the tears.

“Allie?” Mama whispered.

“Yes, ma’am?” I wiped my nose on my sleeve.

“I’m thirsty.”

I kicked my feet out of bed and went downstairs to get her some milk from the icebox. By the time I got back, she was asleep again.

I crawled into bed beside her and cried until my eyes couldn’t stay open anymore.

“Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday, dear Allie! Happy birthday to you!”

Mama clapped while I blew out the fourteen candles on my little white cake. The living room was decorated with a few balloons I’d blown up and some old pieces of fabric tied to the staircase like streamers. Mama scooped me into a hug and left the dining room, muttering about a cake carver.

I was left alone, staring at the smoking candles. Fourteen years, come and gone. My mouth twitched in a deflated smile.

“Here it is!” Mama announced, coming back into the kitchen with a knife. She flourished it with pleasure and reached out a hand. “My lady, if you please.”

I placed a plate in her hand and watched as she carved out two thick pieces of red velvet cake. I took a big bite and closed my eyes. Heaven.

“To eleven years of Alcyone!” Mama smiled, holding up her plate.

“Fourteen years.” I stared at my fork. “I’m fourteen years old today.”

“Oh, right.” Mama blinked. She sighed and rubbed the bags under her eyes.

“I was thinking,” I said, swallowing my bite of cake. “Maybe I’ll play the piano for you this evening. You could rest on the couch and I could play whatever you’d like.”

“That’d be nice.” Mama’s voice had that distracted sound again.

I tried to catch her eye, determined not to lose her attention. “I drew a picture with my new chalks last night. Would you like to see it?”

Mama didn’t answer. She’d tuned out into one of her moods.

I took another bite of red velvet cake and stared at the wallpaper. It was purple with white flowers, which I’d always thought was a bit odd. But it was Mama’s house to decorate, not mine.

After we ate, I led Mama into the drawing room and let her lay down on the sofa. We read for a while, and then she asked me to play the piano.

The keys felt cold and slippery beneath my fingers. When I was little, I’d sit in that same spot for hours, practicing and practicing while Mama sat on the couch, her eyes rarely straying from my hands. Now she snored lightly, oblivious to the noise.

Within half an hour, Mama had dozed off, a wet washcloth on her forehead from the headache she complained of earlier. She had dressed herself that morning—pulling a dirty dress on over her nightgown and fastening the bursting buttons with six different brooches.

I kept playing for hours after Mama had fallen asleep. I don’t know why I did, but it just felt right. To keep on playing, no matter what.

I played Chopin first. Then Mozart. Then Liszt.

After awhile, the muscles in my hands began to ache. I shut the piano and looked down at the closed cover. I hadn’t noticed how dark the room had gotten.

“I’m back, Allie.”

I knew the voice even before I saw who it belonged to. “Hello, Sam.” I didn’t look up from the roses.

“I don’t know if you remember, but I told you I was going to my aunt Rachel’s house three weeks ago.”

“I remember.” I stood up, shook out my gloves, and flopped on my sunhat. I squinted at Sam in the afternoon sun.

His freckled face was scrubbed and his skinny little arms were stuck in his pockets. “Can I help?”

I turned and knelt by the pansies, not the slightest bit ruffled to be caught in the old, muddy overalls I was wearing. I wiped my cheek with the back of my glove. “It’s a free country.”

Sam stooped down beside me, getting dirt on his fresh blue jeans. He weeded the pansies for what felt like half an hour, without a word. It was like some kind of miracle.

I kept stealing glances over my shoulder to see if Mama had awoken from her spot on the back porch. She hadn’t.

“How was your birthday?” Sam asked.

I jumped a little, startled at his voice. Then I blushed and looked down so that my straw hat would cover my face. “Good.”

“Whadja get?”

Well, I got some chalk from you. I pulled another weed. “Nothing. We just made some cake and sang.”

Sam wrinkled his nose. “You mean your mama doesn’t get you any presents for your birthday?”

I pulled the weeds harder. “She is my present.” At least, every day I have left with her is.

“Oh.” Sam seemed to frown to himself. “Yeah, I didn’t get much for mine either. Daddy said that ever since the government took all our money, we’re not gonna have much to spend for a while. I guess it’s that way for everyone else too.”

I nodded, only half listening. I patted the dirt around the pansies back into place, then sat back to admire my work. Purple and yellow and burgundy splashes of color filled the little flower bed.

“Ouch,” Sam said under his breath.

I looked up to catch him grimacing at his hand. But when he saw me watching him, he quickly hid it behind his back.

“Let me see,” I ordered, holding out my hand.

He paused a moment before pulling his arm out and showing me his palm. I gasped. It was covered with red welts and cuts. From pulling my weeds.

I cleared my throat and dropped his hand. “You’d better come in and get some medicine for that.”

Sam followed me into the house. “Up on the counter,” I commanded. Sam climbed up and perched on the cold countertop, watching me silently.

I rinsed his wounds with cool water and rubbed some of Mama’s salve on them. Then I bent beneath the sink and pulled out some clean rags, ripping one into shreds so I could wrap it around Sam’s hand.

“You’re not like most people, are you?” Sam’s voice sounded curious.

“I don’t know. I haven’t met most people.” I bit my lower lip. “There,” I said, patting the poorly bandaged hand. “All done.” I looked over my work, feeling like a saint.

I looked up to see Sam staring at me.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re awful pretty, Allie,” Sam whispered.

I gave him a little smile, feeling too charitable at the moment to be annoyed. “Good-bye, Sam,” I said instead. “And thank you for the help with the pansies. They don’t look as bad as I thought they would … you know, with you helping and all.” I cleared my throat.

Sam jumped off the counter and shook my hand with his good one before walking out the door. “Good-bye, Allie.”

I rolled my eyes before going back out to the garden.

I opened my notebook and smoothed down the fresh page. Even without looking up, I could tell Mama was watching me from her seat in the armchair.


June 18, 1939

Well, today was a wonderful day. Mama and I worked in the garden and made pancakes and cleaned the kitchen floors together. Mama is so happy; it makes me feel all warm and tingly inside.



“What are you writing?”

I looked up, surprised by the coldness of Mama’s tone. She was glowering at me, the light extinguished in her blue eyes.

“Nothing, Mama.” I lifted the journal so she could see. “I’m just writing in my diary.”

Mama wrapped her favorite blanket around her tightly and pursed her lips. “What are you writing about?” Her voice began to grow tense. “Are you writing about me, Allie? What are you saying about me?”

“Mama, calm down.” I reached out a hand toward her. Her eyes widened as she flinched away. My hand suddenly felt cold and empty, suspended in the air. I clenched my fist and let it drop.

I read aloud what I had written. But by the time I lifted my head, Mama was staring at the clock on the wall, her face expressionless.

“Allie?” she asked after a few moments.

“Yes?”

“Can we go on a picnic tomorrow? Invite that boy, Sam. Tell him to go on a picnic with us tomorrow.”

“Yes, Mama.” I looked down.

Mama stared at me. “Call him now. He might forget.”

I sighed and reached for the telephone on the table. This is going to be embarrassing.

Sam answered. “Hello?”

I fidgeted with my skirt. “Um, hello. This is Allie Everly.”

There was a pause. And then, “Oh, hi, Allie!”

My face reddened. Thank heavens he couldn’t see that over the telephone. “Mama wanted me to call and invite you on a picnic tomorrow. By the pond, I guess. She’s packing a lunch and everything.”

“That sounds like fun.” Sam’s voice grew excited. “What time are you having it?”

I glanced at Mama, who had fallen back asleep. “Probably at noon.”

“Great!” There was an awkward silence. “Okay. See you tomorrow, Allie.”

The line clicked dead. I sighed and placed the telephone back on the retriever. Mama snored lightly from the sofa. She looks …

I gulped down the liquid in my throat and glanced back down at the journal page. A tear escaped my eye and smeared a fresh stroke of ink. I groaned and blew on the page.

Oh, I’m just so happy! We’re both just so happy in the summer!

I closed the notebook with a slam and left to do the dishes.

The water felt deliciously cold, licking my bare toes. I smiled and let my foot make little swirls across the surface of the lake.

I paused and tapped my pen to my mouth. What’s a descriptive word for love? I racked my brain. Adoration … affection … fondness … devotion …

I smiled and began scribbling in my notebook again. Devotion.

My hand began to cramp. That was always a sign that it was time to stop for the day.

I massaged my fingers and read over the poem. “Mama.”

It was the perfect description of her. I smiled and lifted my toes out of the water, hugging them to my chest. She’d love to hear it.

“Allie!” Mama called. “Sam’s here!”

Raising myself off the little wooden dock, I scooped up my journal and shoes. Beside me, Daphne purred and stretched out. I laughed and nudged her with my foot. “Come on, lazy-head.”

I walked back through the apple grove, struggling to carry my things. Bending under a twisted branch, I smiled at the twosome sitting on a little blanket.

“Hello.” Sam’s grin seemed to stretch forever. His dark hair was mussed and there were dirt stains on his trousers. I wondered if he’d been working outside.

“I packed a lunch,” Mama said, motioning to a basket. It was her tradition. She always packed the lunch, and I never interfered. Never.

I picked up a jar. “Is that why you brought homemade relish?”

Mama nodded and smoothed out her dress. Her blue eyes looked so hopeful and expectant.

I sighed and sat on the blanket. “Very well. We’ll eat what Mama packed.” I opened the basket and looked inside. Mayonnaise … jelly … pickled onions … canned peaches …

“Mama, did you bring any bread?”

Mama shook her head, blinking.

I cursed myself. I should have known she couldn’t pack lunch by herself. She can’t do anything by herself. I forced a smile. “Oh, well.” I pulled out the jar of peaches. “We’ll feast on peaches and pickled onions. That is, if you don’t mind, Sam.”

Sam shook his head. “I love canned peaches.”

I screwed open the lid and pulled out a slippery peach. Mama reached out and devoured it in a single gulp. I frowned. “Be careful not to choke.”

I pulled out a peach for myself. Sticky sweetness slid down my throat. I licked my lips. “Yummy. We sure did a good job on these.”

Mama smiled softly. “Yes, we did. David always says I don’t cut the peaches small enough, but he doesn’t know anything.” Her brow creased. “Allie, did I cut the peaches small enough?”

You didn’t cut them at all. I did. I cleared my throat and glanced at Sam. He was studying Mama, his brow furrowing. “Yes, you cut them small enough,” I answered.

Mama nodded and placed her hands in her lap. “David was going to join us, but I couldn’t find him in the study.” She frowned at me. “When I can’t find him, it’s always because he’s in the study.”

What in the world is she talking about? I put down the jar of peaches and gently touched Mama’s wrist. “Daddy isn’t here anymore, remember?” My voice lowered. “He left six years ago.”

“Oh.” Mama smiled. “Well, I don’t care, because I know I cut the peaches small enough!”

I patted her wrist. “Yes, and they’re very good.”

Sam nodded. “Best peaches I’ve ever had!” He wiped juice off his cheek and shone that ridiculous grin at me.

I reached into the picnic basket for the jar of pickled onions. “Onion?”

Mama didn’t answer.

I looked up to find her staring in stony silence at the water. “Mama? What’s wrong?”

She glanced at me. “I refuse to eat with a stranger staring at me.”

“What are you —” I sighed. “No one’s staring at you.”

Mama raised a dark eyebrow and glanced at a duck sitting on the glassy pond. I rolled my eyes. “A duck?”

“It’s watching us, Allie.” Mama folded her hands. “It’s waiting.” She shivered. “I won’t eat while it’s staring at me.”

I sighed and put down the jar of onions, climbing to my feet. My heartbeat fluttered as I glanced at Sam. He clambered up and brushed off his pants. “I’ll help you wrangle the duck.”

I glared at him. “Thank you ever so much.”

With one last glance at Mama, I grabbed my shoes and trudged across the orchard.

The duck stared at us in silence as it glided across the surface of the lake. “Go. Shoo.” I waved at it. This is ridiculous.

Sam snorted. “Shoo! Shoo! Shoo!” He began waving his arms above his head and jumping about. “Shoo!”

The duck continued to stare at us, unfazed.

I looked back at Mama. She watched me, her hands in her lap. The duck obviously had to go.

I dropped my shoes on the dock. Here goes. I lifted a foot and cautiously placed it in the water, squeezing my eyes shut. How am I going to get the duck if I can’t swim?

I peeked an eye open and lowered my voice. “Please go before she throws a fit.” Great. Now I’m talking to a duck. I bit my lip. “It’s for your own good, I promise you.”

The duck stared at me and swam around in smooth circles. Is it mocking me?

My face began to grow hot. I reached an arm out and pushed at the bird, attempting to physically shove it away.

The duck jumped up and flapped its wings in a fury, honking loudly as it advanced in our direction. I screamed and in my panic hurled myself backward, landing in the water. I yelled again as the ice-cold water seeped through my thin dress.

Sam was hollering, half from fear and half from laughter. “Run, Allie! Run!”

I scrambled to my feet and took off behind Sam. The duck followed, his feathers ruffling.

The apple orchard had never seemed so immense. I ran through the trees, looking over my shoulder. The duck had finally stopped and was strutting around the pond, the obvious victor.

I collapsed on the picnic blanket and wrung out my soaking skirt. Darned fowl.

“Mama, the duck can’t go. I … uh …” I licked my lips. “I spoke to it and it …”

Mama blinked, smiling at me.

My shoulders slumped. “Never mind.” I guess I won’t have to worry about duck-filled dreams tonight.

Sam was snorting in laughter, grabbing his stomach. “That was … that was priceless! The look on your face! You were talking to a duck!” He rolled onto his back. “Oh, this is so nice.” He sighed, a satisfied look spreading across his face.

“Glad you think so,” I muttered. I sat back and looked around the orchard. The ripening apples swung from the trees, wobbling in the wind.

“Allie, are those your shoes?”

I followed Mama’s glance and saw my shoes still sitting on the dock. I sighed. “Yes.” Focusing on Mama, I stood and took a step back. “Stay right here on the blanket. I’ll only be a minute.”

I ran down the hill to the lake and scooped my shoes off the dock. The duck was still gliding across the water, staring at me blankly. I rolled my eyes. “Stupid duck.” I stood back and watched it take off in flight.

Sighing, I turned and trudged back up toward the picnic blanket. I squinted at the sun. It was getting late. I paused. The picnic blanket was empty. Mama wasn’t there.

“Allie!” Sam shouted.

I dropped my shoes. My heart began to race. I whipped around and scanned the orchard. “Where are you?”

Someone sneezed. I ran in the direction of the sound, my shoulders dropping once I approached the source. Mama.

She was perched in a tree, reaching for an unripe apple. She looked down and brightened. “Oh, Allie. Can you help me reach this apple?”

I ran up beside Sam and stood at the base of the tree, grabbing one of Mama’s dangling legs. “Come down from there,” I said calmly, although my pulse was throbbing. “Climbing trees isn’t safe, remember?”

Mama licked her lips, looking panicked. “I … I can’t.”

“What do you mean?” I forced my voice to sound light and teasing. “You got up there, didn’t you?”

She began to mumble to herself about being dizzy. She swayed, reaching out to grab the trunk for support. “Allie … my head. It feels …” Her voice was slurred.

I took a shaky breath and began to climb the tree. The wood was too smooth, too slick. How did she get up there in the first place?

“Grab my hand,” I said, extending an arm to her. “I’ll get you down.”

Mama stared at me with her large blue eyes. “What?”

“Give me your hand.”

She recoiled as if I were a poisonous adder, slamming her head against the trunk of the tree. “Get your hand away from me!”

I winced at the impact of her skull against the wood. But Mama wasn’t crying, wasn’t even moaning. The only emotion on her face was fear of me. She was terrified of her daughter.

“Mama …” My voice cracked. I licked my lips. “Please. Give me your hand. We’re going home now.”

Mama began to cry, the tears streaking her pale cheeks. “Get away from me!” She buried her face in her sleeve. “I won’t go anywhere with you!”

She’s going to fall. She’s going to get hurt. I glanced down and began to panic. We weren’t very high, but the ground was just far enough away to cause damage if she lost her balance. “Stop this nonsense!” I tried to grab her wrist. “Come on. At least let me pull you down.”

She turned her head from me and sobbed into her arm. “Go away!”

My heart sank. She really doesn’t know who I am.

“Okay,” I whispered, releasing her wrist. I climbed down the tree and settled in the grass. Peering up at Mama, I let out a long sigh. “If you’re not going to come down, I’m just going to wait.”

“I’ll never come down!” Mama sniffled. “I … I …” She gasped for breath. “I told you I cut the peaches small enough! I did, I did.” She covered her face with her hands, muffling her sobs.

I lowered my eyes and sank onto the ground, picking up a stick to trace patterns in the dirt.

Sam squatted beside me, leaning against the tree. “Allie, I …”

Mama choked on a sob, then began to quiet down. Her shoulders were still shaking, but her breathing slowed.

I glanced at Sam. He was watching me, his blue eyes brimming with tears. I looked away.

“Allie?” Sam whispered.

“What?” I jabbed at the ground with the stick. Stupid dirt.

“I’m sorry.”

Those two words hung in the air — punctuated by Mama’s stifled cries. “So am I,” I whispered, curling my knees up to my chest.

“Can I …” Sam bit his lip, then reached out to touch my hair. “Is there anything I can do?”

I jerked away. “No.”

“Oh.” His face fell. He dropped his hand and stuck it in his pocket. “I guess I’ll go.”

“Okay.”

He stood and lingered for only a second before turning away. I looked up at his back and bit my lip. “Sam?”

He turned. “Yeah?”

“Thanks for coming to the picnic.” I gave him a small smile.

He grinned slowly, his blue eyes crinkling. “I had a good time.”

I watched him walk away before I picked up my stick again, drawing letters in the dirt.

I looked up at the rose-painted sky. Shots of amber and gold lit up the pond, casting shadows through the speckled leaves of the apple trees.

A soft snore came from the tree. I looked up and saw Mama’s leg swaying back and forth — dangling from the branch.

Releasing a heavy breath, I pushed myself up, brushing dirt off my skirt. I bit my lip, staring at Mama. How am I going to get her down?

I managed to clamber halfway up the tree and wrap my arms around her waist. Careful to keep her head from hitting any branches, I pulled her sleeping body out of the tree and laid it on the picnic blanket.

There was a nasty bump on the back of her head, so I ran back to the house and scooped ice cubes out of the icebox, wrapping them in an old rag. Kneeling by Mama’s side, I pressed the rag against her skull.



Oh, Mama, why? Why are you doing this to yourself?

Tears stung at my eyes. I whispered, “At least you fell asleep in our own backyard. I can’t imagine how I would have gotten you home from Mr. Ward’s house.” I smoothed a dark hair off her forehead.

“I love you,” I whispered. I cleared my throat. “Do you remember … do you remember when I was little and I used to draw you pictures, and they were absolutely awful but you used to tell me they were beautiful and hang them above the dining room table? Then we’d pretend we had guests over and you’d make them praise me too.”

A lump formed in my throat. I looked down at Mama and smiled, stroking her soft cheek. “They should have praised you instead.”

I pulled off my sweater and wrapped it around Mama’s thin shoulders. Then I curled up on the ground next to her, holding her hand against my cheek.

The June sky was so blue. I leaned against the sturdy tree trunk and stared up at it, fingering my apple. A flock of birds appeared on the horizon and called out to each other as they crossed over the yard. I wondered what it would be like to be a bird, wild and free. What a delicious afternoon. A smile spread across my face, warm and slow.

“When are we going to decorate for Christmas, Allie?”

I frowned and looked down, jerked back to reality. Mama was sitting below me on a blanket, a book in her lap. This one was full of pictures, since her eyes couldn’t focus on the words anymore.

“Mama, it’s still summer.”

Mama shook her head. “No it’s not, it’s Christmastime.” She squinted up at me.

I took another bite of my apple and rested my head up against the oak tree. My bare legs swung through the humid summer air. “Mama, if it were almost Christmas, wouldn’t we be wearing coats?”

Mama frowned for a minute, her clear blue eyes looking very troubled. “No.”

“Okay, then.” I munched my apple and looked up at the sky. Dark clouds were beginning to gather, threatening a storm. Perhaps I had better get Mama inside.

“We need to get out our Christmas album, Allie.”

I looked down. Mama was staring up at me with that stern look on her face.

I tried to decide which would be worse: having the neighbors think we were crazy or disappointing Mama. “Okay,” I sighed, swinging down from the tree.

I put in one of Mama’s old record albums and waltzed around the living room with her to “Silent Night.”

“Allie,” Mama moaned, “you’re stepping on my toes.”

“Sorry.” I played the male part, leading Mama around the room. One-two-three, one-two-three. Mama’s waist felt so thin and frail; I had to dig my fingers into her sides to hold on. Where did all her flesh go?

“Ouch.” This time Mama stepped on my foot.

My head was getting dizzy as we spun around the room. Mama was staring at the walls behind me, paying no attention to her feet or her partner. I frowned, beginning to feel sulky.

“Do you think we’re finished now?” I asked as “Silent Night” turned into “Winter Wonderland.” I put my hand on my forehead and pushed back my bangs. Mama looked uncertain.

“Did we hear ‘Away in a Manger’?”

Three sharp knocks rapped on the door.

Mama’s face lit up as she moved toward the hall. “Oh, is that —?”

I dashed in front of her and smiled. “That’s for me,” I said, leading her back to the couch. “Stay right here until I get back.”

I opened the door to find our neighbor, Mrs. Peterson, peering over my shoulder, her glasses sliding down her nose. “Why, hello, Allie.” She glanced toward the living room, her interest clearly piqued. “Is that Christmas music?”

I moved to block her view and plastered on my happiest face. “We like to get in the spirit early.”

Mrs. Peterson frowned, then she shrugged her shoulders. “I see,” she simpered. “Well, anyway, I just wanted to give you this present, Allie.” She handed me a finely wrapped parcel and looked pleased, reaching up to touch the top of her fancy department store hat.

My birthday was three weeks ago, Miss Prissy-Pants. At least Sam got the month right. “Thank you.” I hugged the present to my chest and stared at her.

“Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?” Mrs. Peterson made a move toward the door.

I quickly stepped in front of her and softened my eyes. “Mama’s not feeling very well today,” I whispered, tipping my head forward. “Come back tomorrow.” I straightened and offered a grin. “But thank you for the gift.”

Mrs. Peterson’s shocked expression stayed frozen as I shut the door in her face. I locked it and made a face at the wood, feeling better already.

“Who was that?” Mama called from the living room.

“Mrs. Peterson. She just wanted to give me this birthday gift. It’s three weeks late, though.” I raised my eyes to the ceiling and put the gift on the mantle.

Mama shook her head. “No, it’s a Christmas gift.” She reached up to rub her neck, pulling at the collar of her flannel nightgown. She must have been heated up given the actual season.

I sighed. “Mama, it’s not Christmastime.” Dr. Murphy didn’t tell me whether or not I could talk sense into her.

“Yes, it is. Now open it.”

With her calm blue eyes fixed on me, I opened up Mrs. Peterson’s well-wrapped gift and grimaced. “Oh, great. A stuffed bear.” To go with the other six identical bears I have from every birthday of mine Mrs. Peterson has ever witnessed.

“How wonderful,” Mama said mechanically. “You should name him Bear.”

Wonderful.

Mama crossed her arms and snuggled back in an armchair. She sighed. “I wish David was here.” She glanced up at me. “When do you think David will get here?”

My stomach ached. I turned around and placed the bear on the fireplace mantle so Mama wouldn’t see my face. “He’s not coming back, Mama. He left years ago, remember?”

Mama’s eyes filled with tears. “But he loves me. He told me he loves me.”

I leaned over and squeezed her hand. “Of course he loves you.” I rubbed her arm. “Now you sit here while I get us something to eat, okay?”

It was easier to let Mama think good things about my father than hint at the truth. I could still remember the day he left. It wasn’t dramatic, or even sad. A little bitter maybe, but at least they never screamed at each other. Though the only person they ever said I love you to was me, never each other — they both claimed they didn’t believe in true love. One day, he decided he didn’t love either of us, and told us he was going to leave. And that was it. No fireworks, no bullets, no fights. Mama didn’t even cry — at least not in front of me. I did, every night for a month. But neither of us ever talked about it. Ever.

Mama tolerated people and even liked some, but she never loved them. My father was a Christian, or at least he said he was, so now we hated Christians. “They’re hateful people,” Mama told me the day after he left. “They will make you feel loved — make you feel wanted. But they don’t mean any of it. Always remember, look out for yourself and don’t let your guard down. Don’t ever forget your roots or your common sense.”

Mama was still sitting at the table, staring at her hands. I bet she didn’t remember any of that anymore. I suggested she sit in the living room and listen to more Christmas music while I fixed supper. Green beans and chicken. Again.

At least I know how to make more than just sandwiches this year, I thought as I set the table. Mrs. Peterson’s old cookbooks had been useful after all, and it was nice of her to give them to me. But really, a fourteen-year-old can only do so much.

I stood back to get a good look at the table. As an afterthought, I searched the cabinet for some candles to place in the center, and a little lace doily to set them on. Nice. I smiled, thinking about Christmas dinner.

“Mama!” I called, pulling off my apron and putting it back on the hook. No answer. “Mama, dinner’s …” I paused in the doorway of the living room. Mama was fast asleep on the couch, curled up in a little ball.

She’s barely ever awake lately. I sighed and reached for the old green quilt to lay over her. My hand brushed her cheek as I pushed her hair off her face. It was ashy and hollow.

I turned to leave, peeking at her once more. Mama shivered and pulled the blanket closer. My heart tugged at the sight of my mother wrapped up like a defenseless babe.

“Oh well,” I whispered to Daphne, scooping her up in my arms. “I suppose it’s just you and me.”

I sat Daphne on Mama’s lap and stared at her in silence as some woman droned “We wish you a Merry Christmas.”

Lonely … sad … lost … I turned off the lights in the kitchen and sat down in the dark. Mama’s empty plate was in front of me. I took a small bite of my green beans before pushing the food away and clearing the table instead.
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