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Mama Makes Up Her Mind
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Rosey’s 

The other day Mama made up her mind she wanted some smoked mullet.

“Does this mean we have to go down to Rosey’s?” I asked.

“Yep,” she said.

Rosey’s is a tough juke joint on the edge of the marsh in an old-fashioned part of Florida. Tourists don’t go there; they’ve got more sense. At Rosey’s you never know whether you’re drunk or not because the floors wave up and down anyway. The foundations are sagging. You can eat inside if you can take the smoke, or you can eat outside and throw your fish bones down to some rough-looking pelicans who squat like vultures under the porch. Ernest Hemingway went there once, but the atmosphere was too much for him.

I don’t like to go to Rosey’s. I’m always afraid some of those people shooting pool in the back will think I’m the one who chose that goofy song that’s playing on the jukebox, put down their pool cues, and beat me up. But Mama doesn’t notice. She just likes the smoked mullet.

We sat inside. I was afraid Mama might lose her balance on the porch, tip off the edge, and get eaten up by the pelicans. I crept up to the counter to order. I kept my head down and tried not to swing my arms. “One order of smoked mullet, and one unsweet iced tea, please,” I said. Rosey flung the mullet onto a plate, then lifted the scum off the top of the tea with one finger and flicked it on the floor. “Don’t get much orders for iced tea,” she said.

Mama ate her mullet and I drank my tea. Pretty soon I had to go to the bathroom. There was a sign that said Restrooms over two doors. One of the doors said Men, and the other one said Men. I didn’t like to ask. “I’ll ask,” said Mama. And she headed up to the counter.

When Mama starts to move across a room, people pay attention. You can never be sure she’s not going to grab you by the top of the head to steady herself. And she’s pretty free with that walking stick, too. The room grew quiet. I don’t know whether it was the faltering gait or the look in her eye or the mismatched safety pins holding her glasses together or the Band-Aid with the “Sesame  Street” characters on it on her arm, but by the time she got to the counter, everybody was watching.

“Where’s the bathroom?” she said. “The women’s bathroom.” She paused. “My daughter,” she pointed with her walking stick, “my daughter wants to know.”




Spyglass 

My father craved an adventurous life, and when I was just a little girl, he went off with an anthropological team from the Field Museum of Natural History to study and record the physical characteristics of four fierce groups of people in southwestern Asia. My father had no training as an anthropometrist, and his job on the expedition, as close as we could figure it, was to grab the subjects and hold them still while the scientists applied the spreading calipers and the anthropometer, and took hair and blood samples “where possible.”

The leader of the expedition, a famous physical anthropologist, was a kind gentleman, and he took pity on my mother, who was to be left at home for a year and a half with a farm to run and three unruly children, and he gave her, as a parting gift, his telescope. It was a beautiful instrument, all gleaming brass and leather and ebony,  with a wonderfully silent sliding action and a muffled  thunk as it achieved its full-open position. On the day they left, Professor Meade laid it in my mother’s hands. “My great-grandfather had it at Trafalgar,” he told her. “Now I want you to have it.” Then he said good-bye and swept away, leaving us in a swirl of English pipe tobacco, old leather, and oiled canvas, my father staggering along behind him, dragging the cases of clattering instruments.

The year and a half went by, and my mother studied every distant object she could find, from celestial bodies in the night sky to the pond a mile away from our house, which through the lenses of Professor Meade’s telescope looked like a bright, magical place where frogs leapt silently and deer drinking at the water’s edge had no fear of people.

My father came back, sunburned and irritable. He had presents for us: for my brother, a Persian dagger with a jeweled handle; for my mother, a lamp made out of the bladders of two camels; and for my sister and me, exquisite rag dolls that had little hands with separated fingers like real hands, and ferocious embroidered faces with furious dark eyes and sullen red satin-stitched lips.

My brother developed amazing skills with the dagger and terrorized the neighborhood with feats of knife throwing, and my mother, on a creative whim, turned the camel-bladder lamp upside down and hung it by an electrical cord over the dining-room table. She wouldn’t let  us play with the dolls. She suspected lice and packed them away in mothballs. My father himself had a serious infestation of crabs—some virulent southwestern Asian strain impervious to the pediculicides of the New World.

Soon my father went off on another adventure, but this time he never came back. The camel-bladder chandelier could not seem to adjust to the climate of south Georgia: in the summer it would droop and swag and stretch in the damp heat until it almost touched the tabletop, and in the winter it would shrink and suck itself into a tight snarl up near the ceiling.

The years went by. My mother got old and crippled. And as her mobility decreased, she grew more and more dependent on Professor Meade’s telescope. “Bring me my spyglass!” she would call. Someone would fetch it, she would put her elbows on the windowsill, lean the shaft of the telescope against the frame, and gaze.

Then one day we got a telephone call from a granddaughter of Professor Meade’s. She wanted to see us “on a matter of some importance,” she said. She flew down from Chicago. Professor Meade was on his deathbed. He was dying peacefully. There was only one thing he wanted: his grandfather’s telescope.

My brother was incensed. He had recently taken the telescope apart into its thousand pieces to clean the lenses and change the felts. It had taken him two weeks. “What does a dying man need with a telescope?” he fumed.

My sister and I asked, “Now what will Mama look at things through?”

But it didn’t bother Mama one bit. “His great-grandfather had it at Trafalgar,” she said. “Of course he shall have it back.” And she carefully slid the telescope into its Morocco leather case, snapped the snaps, and gave it to Professor Meade’s granddaughter.

And Mama didn’t seem to miss it. As a premium in the thirty-dollar pledge category for the local public radio station she got a pair of tiny plastic binoculars. Looking through those binoculars was the equivalent of taking three steps closer to your subject. “But it’s hard for me to take three steps,” she pointed out, the binoculars clamped to her eyes. She used to be able to sweep the telescope into position, with the near distance, middle distance, and remote distance swirling and colliding in brilliant, sharp disarray, and then focus on an osprey catching a fish a mile away, a silent explosion of bright water. Now, with the binoculars, she could see the purple finches on the bird feeder at the kitchen window a bit clearer, and recognize friends and family members when they came to call a moment before they opened the screen door, stepped inside, and said to her, “Put those damned binoculars down, Lila.”

One summer we made a family trek to a wild island off the coast of north Florida. We stayed in a house with a big screen porch on the bay side. It was hard for Mama  to walk on the soft sand, so she sat on the porch all day, staring through her binoculars out over the marsh.

Every morning a boat from the local marine lab would pull up and anchor just off shore. People would wade around in the marsh grass with nets and spades and bottles. By the end of the first week the screen was bulged out from the pressure of Mama’s binoculars. She didn’t seem to understand that they did not giver her the same dignity of distance she had been able to achieve with the telescope. We tried reason with her. “They can see you, Mama,” we hissed. But she just pressed the binoculars harder against the screen.

“What are they doing? What are they doing down there?” she asked.

Then one evening a man came up to the house. We recognized him from the morning marine lab group. “Oh no,” we thought.

“Where is that old woman with the little tiny binoculars?” he asked. We shuffled around and shuffled around. Someone went and got her from in the house.

He shook her hand. “My name is Lewis,” he said, “Walter Lewis. Would you like to see what we’re doing down there?” And very carefully he helped her over the sand to the marsh.

For the rest of our stay on the island, Mama would make her way down the beach every morning. She would  sit in a chair at the water’s edge and look at the things they brought up.

“It’s clams,” she told us. “They’re studying a certain kind of clam.” Dr. Lewis gave her books, and she sat up all night reading about bivalve mollusks.

At the end of our last week on the island Dr. Lewis came up to the house to say good-bye. “A group of us from the marine lab are leaving this afternoon to do a little more work on the migration of the spiny lobster,” he said to Mama. “We thought you might like to come along.”

The last we saw of Mama that summer, she was heading for the open ocean. We stood on the dock and waved good-bye. But she didn’t see us. She was leaning forward in the bow of the boat with her little plastic binoculars pressed to her eyes, peering out to sea.




Turkeys 

Something about my mother attracts ornithologists. It all started years ago when a couple of them discovered she had a rare species of woodpecker coming to her bird feeder. They came in the house and sat around the window, exclaiming and taking pictures with big fancy cameras. But long after the red cockaded woodpeckers had gone to roost in their sticky little holes in the red hearts of our big old pine trees, and the chuck-will’s-widows had started to sing their night chorus, the ornithologists were still there. There always seemed to be three or four of them wandering around our place, discussing the body fat of hummingbirds, telling cruel jokes about people who couldn’t tell a pileated woodpecker from and ivory bill, and staying for supper.

In those days, during the 1950s, the big concern of ornithologists in our area was the wild turkey. They were  rare, and the pure-strain wild turkeys had begun to interbreed with farmers’ domestic stock. The species was being degraded. It was extinction by dilution, and to the ornithologists it was just as tragic as the more dramatic demise of the passenger pigeon or the Carolina parakeet.

One ornithologist had devised a formula to compute the ration of domestic to pure-strain wild turkey in an individual bird by comparing the angle of flight at takeoff and the rate of acceleration. And in those sad days, the turkeys were flying low and slow.

It was during that time, the spring when I was six years old, that I caught the measles. I had a high fever, and my mother was worried about me. She kept the house quiet and dark and crept around silently, trying different methods of cooling me down.

Even the ornithologists stayed away—but not out of fear of the measles or respect for a household with sickness. The fact was, they had discovered a wild turkey nest. According to the formula, the hen was pure-strain wild—not a taint of the sluggish domestic bird in her blood—and the ornithologists were camping in the woods, protecting her nest from predators and taking pictures.

One night our phone rang. It was one of the ornithologists. “Does your little girl still have measles?” he asked.

“Yes,” said my mother. “She’s very sick. Her temperature is 102.”

“I’ll be right over,” said the ornithologist.

In five minutes a whole carload of them arrived. They marched solemnly into the house, carrying a cardboard box. “A hundred two, did you say? Where is she?” they asked my mother.

They crept into my room and set the box down on the bed. I was barely conscious, and when I opened my eyes, their worried faces hovering over me seemed to float out of the darkness like a giant, glowing eggs. They snatched the covers off me and felt me all over. They consulted in whispers.

“Feels just right, I’d say.”

“A hundred two—can’t miss if we tuck them up close and she lies still.”

I closed my eyes then, and after a while the ornithologists drifted away, their pale faces bobbing up and down on the black wave of fever.

The next morning I was better. For the first time in days I could think. The memory of the ornithologists with their whispered voices and their bony, cool hands was like a dream from another life. But when I pulled down the covers, there staring up at me with googly eyes and wide mouths, were sixteen fuzzy baby turkeys and the cracked chips and caps of sixteen brown speckled eggs.

I was a sensible child. I gently stretched myself out. The eggshells crackled, and the turkey babies fluttered  and cheeped and snuggled against me. I laid my aching head back on the pillow and closed my eyes. “The ornithologists,” I whispered. “The ornithologists have been here.”

It seems the turkey hen had been so disturbed by the elaborate protective measures that had been undertaken in her behalf that she had abandoned her nest on the night the eggs were due to hatch. It was a cold night. The ornithologists, not having an incubator to hand, used their heads and came up with the next best thing.

The baby turkeys and I gained our strength together. When I was finally able to get out of bed and feebly creep around the house, the turkeys peeped and cheeped around my ankles, scrambling to keep up with me and tripping over their own big spraddle-toed feed. When I went outside for the first time, the turkeys tumbled after me down the steps and scratched around in the yard while I sat in the sun.

Finally, in late summer, the day came when they were ready to fly for the first time as adult birds. The ornithologists gathered. I ran down the hill, and the turkeys ran too. Then, one by one, they took off. They flew high and fast. The ornithologists made V’s with their thumbs and forefingers, measuring angles. They consulted their stop-watches and paced off distances. They scribbled in their tiny notebooks. Finally they looked at each other. They sighed. They smiled. They jumped up and down and  hugged each other. “One hundred percent pure wild turkey!” they said.

Nearly forty years have passed since then. In many ways the world is a worse place now. But there’s a vaccine for measles. And the woods where I live are full of pure wild turkeys. I like to think they are all descendants of those sixteen birds I saved from the vigilance of the ornithologists.




Midnight Cowboy 

Every so often I take my mother to the movies. She has quite definite opinions and tastes, so I always have to see the movie first. If I think it would suit her, we go back to the Sunday matinee.

Her favorite of all time is Midnight Cowboy. It is the standard by which all movies must be judged. She has seen  King of Hearts, Annie Hall, and Babette’s Feast. When she comes out of the theater, she’ll consider a while. “Well,” I’ll say, “what did you think?” She always shakes her head and says, “It was good, but it’s no Midnight Cowboy.”

My mother is old and feeble. She should use one of those four-legged aluminum walkers, but instead she teeters around precariously on her tiny little feet. She has a walking stick, but she hasn’t got the knack of it yet. She waves it around and pokes things with it. When we go to the movies, I have to help her get over the curb, set her  down in the lobby, and go park the car. Then I buy the tickets and we go in.

Last week I took her to see Presumed Innocent. I got her into the theater and went to park the car. When I came back, there she was drinking Coca-Cola from a quart-sized cup and balancing a gallon of popcorn on her knee. There was a crowd of teenagers standing around her. They were staring at her and eating Raisinettes. She was telling them the story of Midnight Cowboy. She was acting out her favorite parts.

“Now,” she said, “this movie, Presumed Innocent—is it as good as that?”

“Jeez, no,” they said, “it’s good, but it’s not that good.”




Porsche 

Mama and I live in one of those houses where things accumulate. Something can get laid down on a table or in the seat of a broken chair and just stay there forever. There’s my great-grandmother’s coat she hung on a nail before she died, and an old cousin’s unfinished model of the Flying Cloud. There’s a couple of bamboo chinaberry-seed popguns from three generations back and six bottles of Maybloom Cream beginning to turn iridescent with the tops rusted on. There’s a row of Mason jars with some spooky-looking mold growing inside, left over from an old dead aunt’s experiments with lethal herbs, and a drop-seat viyella union suit folded up on top of the carburetor of a Model A Ford. After a while the things begin to interlock. I really don’t’ think we could get the ship model out in one piece even if we tried.

When I was eight years old, it got to be too much for my father. I remember the day he left for good. “I can’t take it anymore!” he wailed. “I’m stagnating here! That coat!” He clutched the top of his head. I looked at my great-grandmother’s coat. “That coat has been hanging there for fifty years!” And he hurled himself out of the house, jumped into his little red Porsche, and scratched off in a swirl of dust.

I missed my father. “Why don’t we move the coat?” I asked my mother. “Then maybe he’ll come back.”

“It’s not just the coat, child,” she told me. I looked around. There were my great-aunt Bertie’s lavender satin wedding shoes perched on the seat of my Uncle Luten’s unicycle, and Uncle Ralph’s wall-eyed, hunchbacked, one-legged stuffed turkey on the library table. She was right. Even I could see it wasn’t just the coat.

We never saw my father again, but we heard that he had driven that Porsche all the way to Hollywood, California, and made piles of money writing scripts for TV shows. Our neighbors told us they had actually seen his name on TV. We wouldn’t know. We didn’t have a TV set. Where would we have put it?

The years went by. Twenty years, thirty years. Then one fall my father died. His fourth wife, now his widow, called us on the phone. “He left you something,” she said. “It should be there in a few days.”

And a week later it arrived. It was my father’s Porsche, the same one he had left us in—a 1958 Model 356 speedster, in original condition, complete with a wild-eyed driver whose hair stood straight up on end. Mama told him, “Just park it out behind the garden with those two tractors and that thing that might have been a lawnmower.”

Be he wouldn’t do it. “Lady, you’re crazy. You don’t know what this is.” He rubbed the car’s fender with his shirttail. “You don’t park a car like this out with the tractors.”

We stood around and looked at it. Mama sighed. Then she went over and started pulling a section of screen off the side porch. We built a ramp, and the man drove the car up onto the porch. We drained the oil and gas out of it, put it up on blocks, and replaced the screen.

Now the man who says he belongs to the Porsche Club of America calls us up almost every night hoping to buy the car. We keep telling him no, no, no. Besides, that car has been in our house almost a year now. Even if he came all the way down here, I doubt he could get to it.




Instant Care 

Mama wasn’t feeling too good. She had a little fever, and she said her bones ached. I talked her into going to her doctor. Dr. Perkins is as old as she is, and he was not in his office. He was sick, too.

The nurse suggested we go out to the new Instant Care Facility at the shopping center. It’s out there between the grocery store and the ten-minute oil change and lube station. You just walk in and within minutes a teenaged nurse weights you, measures you, takes your blood pressure, pricks your finger, gets you into a tissue-paper gown, and sets you up on the padded table still warm from the last wretched soul. Then a generic doctor bustles in and prescribes medicine, which you can pick up at Quick Drugs across the street.

I let Mama out at the curb and pointed her to the entrance of the Instant Care Facility. Then I parked the car  and went to do some grocery shopping. When I came out, there she was, standing on the sidewalk talking to three butchers from the grocery store who were taking a cigarette break.

“That didn’t take long,” I said.

“No,” she said, “and such very nice young doctors.”

I was surprised. She hadn’t been too keen on Instant Care when Dr. Perkins’s nurse had suggested it. “I just know it will be all those flashes of light where no light ought to be, and invisible probes nosing into Lord-knows-where,” she had complained.

But no, she said now, they had been very patient, had listened to her describe her symptoms, and had told her to pick up some Thomas’s Cold Tablets at the old drugstore downtown. “Quick Drugs doesn’t carry them,” Mama said.

We went downtown for the medicine, then home. Mama took two of the Thomas’s Cold Tablets and went to bed. The next day she was well.

“I highly recommend that Instant Care Facility,” she said. “And do you know, I didn’t even have to get undressed? Why, I didn’t even have to go inside!”

“What?” I said.

“Sidewalk diagnosis,” she declared. “And free! Didn’t cost me a dime. And three doctors all at once.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, “you mean those three men I saw you talking to outside Safeway? You mean those  three men smoking Lucky Strike cigarettes in those white coats with blood smeared all around the pockets? Those were your doctors?”

“Yes,” she said, “vigorous doctors—the old-fashioned kind. Surgeons, I’d say, from the amount of blood and brains on those white coats.”




Bicyclists 

It was one of those accidents of remodeling. Everyone knows the kind of thing: you hang a door in your new bathroom, and then when you go to close it for the first time, it bangs into the sink. Ours was worse, though. We ended up, when the carpenter had swept up and driven off with his tools, with a bathtub on a screen porch. It’s one of those high-sided tubs with claw feet, piped for hot and cold. We puzzled over it for a few days; then we just gave up, bought a soap dish, and hung a towel on a nail. The tub drains out into a bed of semi-aquatic lilies, which thrive on the extra moisture. What with the midsummer’s afternoon breeze blowing through the high pine woods and the fragrance of the lilies, it’s a lovely spot for a leisurely bath.

One June afternoon, though, I came home to find Mama in a state. “Surprise is not something you hope for in a bath,” she said grimly.

“What kind of surprise?” I asked.

“Bicyclists!” she said. “Hundreds of them, swarming through the yard like mayflies!”

It seemed Mama had been having her usual afternoon bath when suddenly, as if by magic, the yard was filled with bicyclists, angling gracefully around the curves of the flowerbeds, gliding effortlessly with flexed elbows over humps in the driveway, and swerving through the lilies, their thin tires leaving no trace. They were the serious kind, Mama said, with the skin-tight striped nylon costumes, black fingerless gloves, goggles, and enormous calves above short, thin socks. My mother is not as agile in the bathtub as she once was, and she wisely decided against desperate springs for the towel and fumbled efforts to cover herself with the Ivory soap and the washrag. Instead, she sat as still as she could, assuming an attitude of mingled wisdom and patience. Anyway, it didn’t last long, she said. As quickly as they had come, they were gone, coasting with rumps aloft, down the hill in front of our house and disappearing into the thick woods that border a big cypress swamp.

Mama waited all afternoon for them to emerge, and by nightfall she was worried. That swamp, a small cousin of the Okefenokee, is a vicious place on a summer night. “When I think of the redbugs under those nylon tights . . . ,” she said, and shuddered as she peered into the premature dusk of the swamp. “Remember Mr. Tate!” I  don’t remember Mr. Tate, but the story is that he got lost in the swamp and died of a combination of insect bites and briar scratches.

It’s been months now, and there has been no sign of the bicyclists. My mother, who has an ability to create logic out of nothing, has convinced us that only her presence in the bathtub will bring them out. So even in the dead of winter, she bathes out there every afternoon. A column of steam rises steadily out of the bathtub and drifts over the tangled, frozen lily bed. She sits up straight and peers out through the steam at the early dusk. After a while she climbs out and comes in the house. “Maybe in the spring,” she says. And already we can see the red noses of next year’s lilies poking up through the straw.




Birth of the Blues 

My mother and I disagree about music. Baroque is my favorite. I love the Goldberg Variations. “Too much toodle-te-toodle-te,” Mama says. But she indulges me, and when I’m at home we listen to the classical music station. But the minute I’m out the door in the morning, she’s up spinning the knob to 106.2, country and western.

When I get home from work in the evening, we sit out on the porch and eat bread and butter and drink tea. She rears back in her reclining chair and sings me the best songs she’s heard that day. They are all about the wretchedness of love, the fickleness of women, and the strength of a good man. She has a deep voice and doesn’t even try for the high notes. And when she can’t remember the words, she just makes up something better. “Now that’s good music,” she says. I can’t disagree.

There’s one day she doesn’t change the station when I leave the house, though. That’s the day they have Listener Request on the classical music station. Every Thursday morning she’s on the long-distance phone. My mother has an authoritative manner and an economical telephone delivery.

“Play me ‘The Birth of the Blues’ with Benny Goodman and his orchestra,” she tells the little man at the radio station.

“I’m sorry, sir,” says the man, “but we played that last week.”

“Play it again,” she says.

“Actually,” the man says firmly, “‘The Birth of the Blues’ is not classical music.”

“It is to me,” says Mama. “This is ‘Listener Request.’ I’m a listener. Play it.” And he has to do it.

“You know, we’ve got a Benny Goodman record,” I tell her. “Why don’t you play the record and leave them alone at the radio station?”

“People need to hear ‘The Birth of the Blues,’” she says. “It does them good.”

On the first day of summer the classical music station plays a countdown of the top forty listener requests for that year. They start off at 9:00 A.M. with number forty, “The Sounds of Construction and Progress,” by Kimio Eto, and work their way down. By afternoon they’re in the teens: Mozart’s Concerto for Flute and Harp, and  Schubert’s String Quintet in C Major. At 5:00 P.M. all the faithful listeners are gathered round to hear the big three: Pachelbel’s Canon in D, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, and then the number-one hit of this year, and every year since Mama discovered “Listener Request”: “The Birth of the Blues,” with Benny Goodman and his orchestra. Mama leans back in her chair and sighs. I don’t dare move or breathe until it’s over. “Now that’s good music,” she says.




Something Like a Husband 

Because of a plumbing disaster under the house, we found that our telephone jack had to be moved. My mother called the telephone company, but the woman she talked to there wasn’t encouraging. “It’ll cost you eighty dollars for me to send a man out there to move that jack,” she said. “Don’t you have something like a husband who could do it for you?” Mama said she’d think about it, and hung up.

“Here we are, a widow and a spinster,” I told Mama, “and she wants to know if we’ve got something like a husband.”

“Well,” said Mama, “we’ve got Howard.”

Howard is our fifteen-year-old canary, who had lived all his life in silence until one morning last spring he rose up on his little bandy legs, stretched out his little bald neck, and screeched, “Bleech!”

“Howard’s nothing like a husband,” I said.

But Mama has had more experience with these things than I. She gave Howard a look. He flung some bird seed around in his cage. “You never know,” she said darkly.

I knew in the end I would have to go under the house and move the telephone jack. It wasn’t the drilling or the wiring that worried me. It was the spiders. There’s a race of giant spiders living under our house—the kind with those high, knobby knees and that scrambling gait. I have a horror that one of those spiders will come out from under the house and crawl on me. So I decided we didn’t really need a telephone, not for a few days at least.

It was during this time that we found, one afternoon, an enormous egg on our kitchen counter. It had been carefully propped against a jar lid so it wouldn’t roll off, in among some dish towels, cookbooks, and jars of spices. I’ve seen goose eggs, swan eggs, and peacock eggs. But this was bigger than any other egg I’d ever seen. Mama held it in both hands and examined it.

“Where could it have come from?” she asked.

“Uncle Louis?” I said. My uncle Louis has made avian husbandry his life’s work. For a while he raised guinea hens and sold them to cruise ships, where they were served up as “pheasant under glass.” Then he raised quail on stacked wire racks. Every Monday a new brood of quail would hatch in the incubator, and he would move all the birds up a tier and put the new chicks on the bottom rack. The quail that had reached the top rack would be killed and butchered, packaged, and sold to grocery stores. It was all very neat and scientific. But in the end he settled down with white leghorn chickens and a feed-and-seed mill. “Maybe Louis is experimenting again,” I suggested.

Mama weighed the egg in her hand. “Ostriches?” she guessed. “He’s going to sell them to airlines as ‘steak on the wing’?”

“Or Peter Verhoeven,” I ventured. Verhoeven is an ornithologist at the biological experiment station down the road. But his specialty is woodpeckers, and this was no woodpecker egg.

Mama shot me a glare. “If we had a telephone,” she said, “we could call around and ask.” But we didn’t have a telephone. The only thing to do was to get Uncle Louis’s old quail egg incubator out of the attic and fire it up. Mama did some research, and we set the heat halfway between the incubation temperature required for ostriches and swans. Then there was nothing to do but wait.

Mama invented a machine out of a shoe box and a light bulb with which she could monitor the progress of the egg. At first we could just see a red spot and spidery veins. A few days later a little embryo appeared, something like a cashew nut. In a week a giant eye floated into view. After that, all we could see was a huge shadow in  the egg, dark and full. I began to have nightmares about spiders the size of baby ducks scampering under the bedclothes and birds with fierce, dark eyes and giant, pumped-up thighs at shoulder height dancing out of the dark. We kept waiting for a cheerful relative or scientist to drive up into the yard and announce gleefully, “It was me! I left that egg on your kitchen counter!” But no uncles or ornithologists showed up.

And after two weeks I finally gave up on finding something like a husband. “After all these years,” Mama said, “I’d say our chances are pretty slim.” I put on high-topped boots laced up tight, a turtleneck shirt, and a ski mask and crawled under the house with a roll of telephone wire, a pair of pliers, and a stapler. It was no mean trick doing the wiring with those mittens on. But I managed it and crawled out, batting spiders into the shadows. I could hear a thud as they hit the floor joists, then a scuttling sound, then, worst of all, the silence of spiders.

I felt pretty proud when I came back out into the sunlight. I stood up, brushed myself off—and right then the telephone rang. Howard rose up on his perch. “Bleech!” he screeched triumphantly.

“Shut up, Howard,” I said.

Mama answered the phone.

“Nobody’s talking,” she said.

“Oh no,” I thought. “It’s not fixed after all.”

“Wait!” said Mama, “I hear something: breathing—heavy breathing.”

“Hang up, Mama!” I said. “You’re supposed to hang up when you hear that.”

“Wait,” said Mama. “He’s talking.”

She listened a while. Then: “Yes. Absolutely. The biggest I’ve ever seen. It was you!” she crowed. “It was you who left that egg! Who is this?”

“Mama, he’s not talking about our egg! Hang up!” I pleaded.

“Hot?” said Mama. “Well, we’re keeping it right on 102. . . . Ten inches? No, it’s nowhere near that big. I’d say four and a half inches, tops. Just tell me one thing: Is it an emu? Hello? Hello?

“He’s gone,” she said. “He said, ‘Shit, lady,’ and then he just hung up.”

“You are the one who’s supposed to hang up, Mama,” I said. “You’re supposed to blow a loud whistle and then hang up.”

Mama thought for a while. “I hated to hang up on him. Poor thing,” she said wistfully. “For a minute there, he sounded something like a husband.”




Camping 

I once talked my mother into knitting me a sweater out of some special unscoured wool I had brought back from a trip to the mountains. She didn’t like it. “It stinks!” she complained, holding the hanks of yarn at arm’s length. “It smells like goat pee!”

“Just hold your nose and knit,” I pleaded. And she sighed, adjusted her glasses, and began casting on stitches.

My little four-year-old niece, Lucy, started hanging around our house. She wanted to learn to knit. “You’re too young,” Mama told her. “Your hands aren’t big enough.”

But Lucy was fascinated by the clicking needles. She leaned on her grandmother’s knee and thought for a while. “My baby doll knows how to knit,” she said. She paused, just long enough; then she gave Mama a shrewd glance. “Her grandmother taught her how to knit.”

So Mama had to teach Lucy how to knit. They sat for hours, side by side. After a week Lucy had a six-inch-square knitted rag, filthy dirty and riddled with holes. Eventually Mama finished my sweater. Her hands were shiny from the lanolin.

One afternoon when my sister, Louise, came over to get Lucy, she brought Mama a book, Naked Lunch.  “You’ve got to read this,” she said. “It’s due at the library in a week. I’ll give you two days.”

The next morning my cousin Sophie, a fundamentalist Christian, came to help me wash our kitchen. We do it every year. We move all the furniture out into the yard and scrub the ceiling, the walls, and the floor. We moved Mama’s reclining chair out under the oak tree. She sat our there and read Naked Lunch all day. When we finished in the kitchen, Sophie strolled out to the oak tree to talk to Mama about Armageddon.

“Aunt Lila, I couldn’t help noticing that you’re sitting out here reading a novel. If you have time to read, don’t you think you should be reading the Bible?” she said.

That night Louise came to get her book. We sat in the sparkling clean kitchen. Mama’s lap looked strangely empty.

“Girls,” she said, “I have an announcement to make.”

We sat up. She never makes announcements.

“I’m going camping,” she said.

“Camping!” we wailed.

“You’re too old and feeble!” said Louise.

I, more tactful, but less to the point, grasped at straws. “And you don’t have a tent!”

“I’m tired,” Mama said firmly. “I’m tired of breathing the essence of a sheep fold; I’m tired of teaching babies to knit; I’m tired of being set upon by crazed Christians one minute and unbridled libertines the next. Girls, I’m going camping.”

And she packed up her grandson’s cowboy sleeping bag, her walking stick, matches, food, and all four volumes of The Cyclopedia of American Horticulture by L. H. Bailey.

“How long are you going to stay?” Louise and I asked, eyeing the stack of books and wringing our hands.

“Just as long as I want to,” she said.

And off she went. After a few days I figured out where she had set up camp. At night I could see a tiny glow from her fire. And just at dawn, if I went out to the edge of the pasture and listened very carefully I could barely hear her singing “Meet Me in St. Louis.”




Dead on the Road 

My mother eats things she finds dead on the road. Her standards are high. She claims she won’t eat anything that’s not a fresh kill. But I don’t trust her. I require documentation. I won’t eat it unless she can tell me the model and tag number of the car that struck it.

Mama is an adventurous and excellent cook, and we have feasted not only on doves, turkeys, and quail, but robins, squirrels, and, only once, a possum. I draw the line at snakes. “But it was still wiggling when I got there,” she argues. “Let’s try it just this once. I have a white sauce with dill and mustard.”

“No snakes,” I say.

And she won’t even slow down for armadillos, although they are the most common dead animal on the road these days. “They look too stupid to eat,” she says.

We have a prissy aunt Eleanor who comes to dinner every third Friday. We always get out the linen and polish the silver when she comes. She expects it. Last month we sat her down to an elegant meal, complete with the Spode china and camellias in a crystal bowl.

“The quail are delicious,” my aunt sighed. “And I haven’t found a single piece of shot. How do you manage it?”

“Intersection of 93 and Baggs Road,” recites Mama. “Green late model pickup, Florida tag. Have another one. And some rice, El.”




Nonrepresentational Art 

My sister, Louise, thinks our mother should get out more, broaden her views, and lead a rich, full life. I myself am content to let her sit in her reclining chair all day, reading the UFO newsletter, listening to the radio, and drawing conclusions. For one thing, it’s hard for her to get around, and for another, she startles people sometimes with her blood-curdling solutions for the world’s problems.

So it was my sister’s idea for us all to go to supper at the house of an artist friend of hers, and afterward to an opening at an art gallery where one of his paintings was part of a juried exhibit.

Louise, who is a great believer in the benefits of physical exercise, had the idea that it would be a pleasant excursion for us to walk from her house across Tallahassee to her friend’s house. She had even gone so far as to rent  a wheelchair for our mother, who can walk, but not that far and not at the pace my sister thinks provides the most aerobic benefit. We settled Mama into the wheelchair and loaded her down with both our pocketbooks and a vase of flowers I had picked to present to our host in hopes of softening the effects of any opinions Mama might vent during the evening. Louise got a grip on the handles, and off we went.

Tallahassee is an Indian word meaning “City of Seven Hills.” Louise set the pace at what I considered breakneck speed—a “fitness walk” she called it. Mama hung on to the armrests of the wheelchair with both hands and clamped the vase of flowers between her knees. Every block or so I would sprint around to the front of the chair to see how she was doing. Her little face peered out grimly from behind the bobbing daisies, and her knuckles were white. Every time Louise would swoop her down one of those wheelchair-accessible curbs, a dollop of water would fly out of the vase and plop into her lap.

About halfway there Louise began giving Mama a breathless little preparatory lecture on the sort of art we were likely to see.

“What?” shouted Mama. “I can’t hear you with this wind whistling around my ears.”

“Nonrepresentational art!” my sister repeated.

Mama’s favorite pictures are all of cows—Holstein or Jersey cows in sunny fields.

“That means no cows, Mama!” I yelled.

“Or if there are cows, you won’t be able to tell it,” Louise explained, puffing up the seventh hill.

We arrived. Mama rose from the wheelchair and swept up to the door with her walking stick in full play. Louise and I hung back to catch our breath and straighten our clothing. Mama handed our host the flowers and said, “My daughters are maniacs.”

Supper was elegant, but not substantial—little dabs of pink-and-white food on lettuce leaves. Mama pulled a saltshaker out of her pocket and gave everything on her plate a heavy sprinkling. The artist-host watched, mesmerized. It was like a little snowstorm.

On the way to the gallery Mama sat in the front with our host, and Louise and I sat in back. Mama was telling him all about Holstein cows. We were proud to see that his picture had won first place. It was a small watercolor, with streaks of light green and tan. It might have been a tiger in sunlight, but this being Florida, I thought more of a palmetto frond. Louise and I looked carefully at all the pictures. Then we wandered out onto the porch, where we found Mama and the artist sitting in chairs and talking.

I could tell from the fully present look of the top of his glowing bald head that Mama was describing her invention of a cure for male-pattern baldness. She calls it “the axillary transplant.” After a while we all headed back  to Louise’s house. The artist seemed a little distracted as he helped us unload Mama’s wheelchair and then shook her hand. We told him good-night, and congratulations.

Driving Mama home from my sister’s house, I wondered what that nonrepresentational artist would dream about that night as he lay in bed with the top of his head tingling. Probably he would dream about his prize-winning painting at the art gallery. But just maybe in his dreams, those dim green-and-tan vegetable tigers will melt away, and in their place will stand a herd of Holsteins in a sunny field, with all the light and all the shadows in the world seeping out of the black and white of those cows.

I can’t wait for his next exhibit.




The Bed 

A secret door, a dimly lit flagstone passage, echoing footsteps where no feet ought to be, a hollow murmur, a gust of wind, an extinguished candle . . .

In these days when “helpless heroine” is an oxymoron and no deeds are nameless, it’s hard to take those old Gothic novels seriously. If you’d ever spent a night in our house, however, with my old mother and me, you might feel differently.

In those books the interest eventually settles on a piece of furniture or a fantastical element of architecture—a heavy-lidded chest, a locked drawer in an ormolu cabinet, a ruined chapel, or a sliding panel behind a gloomy tapestry. In our house it is a bed—a huge bed, dark oak, with some swampy-looking vegetation dimly depicted in bas relief on the headboard. An old aunt of mine temporarily took leave of her senses in 1890-something and went out  and bought it. Her sanity returned soon afterward, but by then it was too late. Forty-five strong men had delivered the bed and had set it up in the guest room.

And it is not only a bed: by means of a series of hair triggers and precisely balanced weights and counterweights it can be made to swing up and fold itself into its headboard to reveal on the underside, now nearly vertical, an enormous beveled mirror. The two little iron legs at what was the foot of the bed can then be folded into neat grooves specially made for them, and there, through the dust and cobwebs on the glass, your own reflection peers dimly out at you.

However, as you might imagine, in neither position is the thing satisfactory as a piece of furniture. In the mirror position the top leans out slightly, as if it were yearning to unfold itself and become a bed again, so that your image appears as a monster with a huge watermelon-sized head and dwindles down to a pair of tiny, remote feet almost hidden in the shadows. And as a bed it seems always to be on the verge of becoming a mirror, with the weights and counterweights groaning and the two iron legs at the foot lifting themselves ever so slightly off the floor. There’s no room for springs, so the wafer-thin mattress lies on a steel net of something that looks like chain mail stretched across the frame. Over the years sprongs of steel have popped loose and snagged the mattress ticking to reveal the horse-hair stuffing. I’ve noticed that the hair is all the same color. This, combined with the extreme thinness of the mattress, has led me to conclude that the hair all came from just one horse. The oppressive size, the dark color of the oak, and the steel sprongs have made bedtime a dreaded moment for guests in my family for nearly one hundred years.

But the worst part is the tendency the bed has in the dead of night when all is quiet in the house, to transmogrify itself into a mirror. Some mysterious atmospheric change will release a catch somewhere, and slowly and majestically the foot of the bed will begin to rise. The weights and counterweights mutter to each other, the old oak joints creak and groan, and the mirror reveals its phantasmagoric images to the night as it lifts itself upright. The poor guest wakes out of a strange dream to find the covers bunched on his chest, all his blood settling at his head, and his bare, drained, ice-cold feet pointing to the ceiling. It’s hard to recover from this position in the dark of night in a strange house, and usually the guest falls into a trancelike swoon that lasts until morning, when Mama discovers his predicament, snatches the foot of the bed down again, briskly clicks the latch back into position, and says, “We should have warned you about the bed.”

Half an hour later the poor fellow will stagger out, hollow eyed and grim, suitcase packed, and catch an early train home, never to return.

Over the years the word must have spread. No one comes to visit us now. We just live here all alone, my mother and I, like Briar Rose behind her hedge of thorns.

This evening, though, we got a telephone call. A distant cousin from Philadelphia whom we’ve never met is passing through on her way to Florida. “I want to stay with my old relations,” she tells Mama on the telephone.

It is dusk. I hear the wind soughing through the pine trees as I take clean sheets into the guest room. The light from the twenty-watt bulb dangling on its cord from the vaulted ceiling barely reaches the edges of the room. The dark draperies sway against the windows.

“I’ve heard so much about Southern hospitality,” the cousin chirps on the telephone. “Now I will be able to experience it for myself.”

From far away I hear the rumble of thunder. Or is it the lead weights in the bed beginning their groaning chorus of the night? “We will expect you in a half hour,” Mama says confidently. “You are welcome to stay as long as you like.”






End of sample
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