and it didn't matter anyway because I
would never see her again. I figured
that was about as true as what they told
the socialworker about h0w they loved
me. If the social worker had some kind
of lie-a-meter that would buzz every
time someone fibbed, she wouldn't
have brought it into our house. It
would have gone off so often that even
the neighbors would have needed cotton in their ears.
Anyway,I knew Sunday was the only
day to visit my mother. Aunt Winnie
and Uncle Rolly always let me stay by
myself or next door with Mrs. Beale
while they went to the nursing home
to see Uncle Rolly's parents. I decided
to ask Mrs. Beale where my mother
was. She and Aunt Winnie alwaysknew
everybody's business, so I guessed they
probably knew each other's as well.
Besides that, Mrs. Beale liked me more
than my aunt did, especially after her
daughter Cynthia went off to college.
I was almost the only person she had to
talk to.
"Now, sweetie, I can't tell you about
your mother," she said. Her voice tot-

t

.

tered like an old lady's, even though
she didn't have one gray haiL
I plopped onto the kitchen chair and
felt a poof of air escape through a crack
behind my knee. I didn't touch the
cookies she put in front of me, even
though they smelled sweet enough to
eat all at once without stopping for a
drink or a breath. I just stared her
down.
"I have to go visit her."
"Now sugar, you know you can't do
that. She's not well."
"I've seen her not well before. I used

to livewith her, you know."

,

"Yes,but sweetie, it's different' now.
She'sin a hospital, and she's got to stay
there, probably for the rest of her life.
She can't do anything for you and you
can't do anything for her."
"You don't know that. Maybe I can.
Maybe she's sick because we aren't
together."

Mrs.Bealeshookher headand dosed

,

her eyes. She always did that when she
was about to give in. She was a religious woman, so I guessed that shewas
praying for forgiveness in advance of
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doing something that she thought was
a sin.
"She's in Danville at the state mental hospital, Adrienne. That's all I
know."
"Does the bus go there?"
"What are you thinking, sugar?"
"I'm going to see her."
"Youcan't do that."
I stood up and put the cookies in
the pocket of my fall jacket. It was
green corduroy, a hand-me-down from
Cynthia: I was almost to the door when
Mrs. Beale spoke again.
"Do you have money for a bus
ticket?"
"No," I said as I turned back. Sh~
was already up and fishing around in a
container that said "tea" on the front.
After putting some tea bags on the
counter, she poked through the coins.
She pressed several dollar bills into my
palm.
"You better take a snack with you
for the ride. It's a long one."
I kissed her on the cheek. "Please
don't tell Aunt Winnie I went."
She nodded and I knew I was safe.
Telling on me would get her into trouble, too.
walked to the bus station. It wasn't
'. far, but I still got lost. I had to stop
and ask directions from a man who
was raking leaves in his yard. He
wanted to know if I was going alone
before he would tell me. I said, "Yes,I'm
alone and I'm going to meet up with
my mother."
Then he said, "Well, O.K.," and
pointed me the right way.
I fell asleep on the bus with my
cheek resting on the cold glass of the
window. I must have started dreaming
right away. It was about my mother.
She was so beautiful. Her hair had
grown long, and it bounced around
her face as she ran toward me. She
picked me up and whirled me around.
I was still a little girl and didn't weigh
much. We giggled until Mommy
stopped to tell me, "I'll never leaveyou
again. The doctors cured me."
I beamed at my mother and kissed
her. Then she took me to her housea mansion filled with white furniture
and huge windows that the sun
ST, ANTHONY MESSENGER
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beamed through. There was a swimming pool and a chauffeur who drove
a long, black car. It was the kind of
place where nothing could go wrong.
But then the dream changed. I was
alone in the house, wandering through
the rooms searching for her. I opened
every door because I didn't know where
she was or which room was for what.
Then I opened one and it was dark. I
had to pull back the curtains before I
could see anything. And there she was,
myoId mother, lying on the bed in a
dirty dress with lipstick streaked across
the lower half of her face.
The bus jerked, waking me up. I
looked around, half expecting to see
her. But she wasn't there. I was still
alone. Even after the dream-turnednightmare, I still wanted to see my
mother.
I had to ask directionswhen I was in
Danville. That walk waslonger, and by
the time I got to the hospital my
sweater was stuck to my back and I
had to take off my jacket. I wondered
if I smelled. Aunt Winnie's birthday
present to me had been a lecture about
hygiene and a roll-on deodorant with
a baby powder scent.

I

knew the hospital before I even saw
the sign. It was so big and dark and
surrounded by a high fence that it
looked like a place where they would
keep crazy people. Somany trees were
around the building that, even though
some leaveshad already fallen, the sun
still couldn't fight its way to the
ground. I could imagine a patient trying to get away while hiding in all
those shadows as disgusted nurses ran
around calling her name. If it were my
mother, she would probably dance
from shadow to shadow and laugh out
loud when they couldn't find her.
A little guard bUildingwas located at
the entrance of the driveway,but since
I wasn't in a car, I didn't have to go past i
it. I was glad because I didn't want any- .
one telling me not to go in. I walked on
the grass until I found the sidewalk
that led up to the tall stairsin the front.
Up close,I could see that the big stones
they used to make the building were

reallynot dark,just a sortof lightgray.
It was only the shadows that made
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them seem otherwise.
I opened the door and saw a boy
with pimples sitting at the desk blocking the hallway entrance. He pushed up
his wire-rimmed glasses when he saw
me. He wore a Scout uniform and a
sash half-filled with badges. When I
got closer, I could tell he didn't have a
troop leader who gave out roll-on
deodorant.
"Can 1help you?"
I smiled at him. That's how Cynthia
always got what she wanted from boys.
"I'm here to see my mother."
"Youlook too young to be here."
1wanted to tell him that he looked
too young also, but 1 held my tongue
and smiled again.
"1come here every Sunday."
"Well, I think you better wait till
Mrs. Baker comes back. I'm just sitting
here while she's in the restroom."
"It's O.K. I can find my mother
myself." Then I walked past him. It
didn't seem like a good time to ask for
directions.

grown. She had to look better than
those people-like she was really alive.
Next I went to the craft tables. There
were more Scouts there, sitting next to
patients who were kneading and shaping oversized modeling clay. I didn't
want any of them to help my mother;
I could do that myself. But she probably wouldn't need help anyway because
she would be O.K.
I walked between the rows of chairs
searching for a pretty, blond-haired
woman with blue eyes. It shouldn't be
hard to find her in this crowd because
she was so much nicer'to look at than
these people with hair sticking up and
crusted-over lips. When 1saw a blondhaired head, I looked a little harder to
see if it was her. Instead, I found brown
eyes surrounded by tiny red lines and
skin so dry that it flaked. I looked at
them all,but none of them looked back
at me. She wasn't there.

T

here was one blond woman left.
She sat alone at the end of a
table, shaping the clay. I approached, wishing she would raise her
head. Her .curtain of hair separated us
so I couldn't see her face.
Because her hair was in the way, I
had to walk behind her and to the
other side. There her hair was tucked
behind her ear. Her face looked puffy
like, if I pricked it, it would deflate,
crack and fall like a spoofed-up pie
crust. Shewore lipstick that ran outside
the corners of her mouth.
"Hello," I said, still not sure.
She turned her face toward me. Her
eyes were blue, but they didn't blink.
They were like those of the people
watching television. I had seen her eyes
like that before, but I had never seen
her look so old. Somehow she looked
more like Aunt Winnie than herself.
There wasn't a chair next to her,
so I just stood there with my jacket
in hand. "Hi, Mommy, it's me. It's
Adrienne."
I tried to smile, but it was too hard
to force a smile and suppress a cry at
the same time. Her mouth didn't move,
but she put down the clay. 1 looked
hard into her eyes, trying to figure out
if she knew me. They stared back at
me, but J didn't see anything change.

T

he hallway opened onto a big
area filled with people. I looked
around to figure out where I was;
it didn't seem like a hospital. There
was a kitchen where people were loading a dishwasher, a pool table where
one man played alone, a living room
where people sat in front of a television
and a big space with rows of tables
where people were doing crafts. Even
though many patients 'were there, I
couldn't hear any conversations because the smacking pool balls and TV
voices were so loud.
I looked first in the TV room. A tall
man leaned over the side of his rocking
chair. If he had been heavy instead of
like a skeleton, 1think he would have
tipped it over.Then there was a woman
whose drool dripped onto her white
blouse. The big wet spot stuck to her
chest. Another woman hit her knee
repeatedly with her fist like she was
pounding her leg into the ground. All
of them stared at something-the television, the floor, the ceiling-as if they
weren't seeing anything at all.
I was glad when I didn't find my
mother there. I wanted her to look at
me, to recognize me, to see that I had

They were still, frozen like ice blocks
that would take hours to melt on the
kitchen table.
I wanted to put my arms around her.
I wanted to lay my head on her shoulder and hear her sing. I wanted her to
stand up, take both of my hands and
dance with me between the tables, all
the way to the front of the building
where the pimply-faced boy sat.
I stared back at her, blinking to keep
back the tears. They came anyway. First
slowly, just one out of my left eye. I let
it slide down my cheek like it was just
an accident and it wouldn't happen
again if I ignored it. Then the tears
escaped from my right eye, and I had
to wipe my hand across my cheek. My
nose was getting runny, but I didn't
have a tissue.
I slammed my eyes shut, trying to
get the tears to stop. If some nurse saw
me crying, she would surely make me
leave. But if I stayed long enough,
maybe she would thaw. Maybe my
mother would know me.
I felt
opened
mother
That

something touch my hand so I
my eyes. It was a tissue. My
was handing me a tissue.
was all it took. I didn't even

take the tissue. I just threw my arms
around her tiny shoulders and let
myself cry. She didn't move, she didn't
say anything. She didn't sing or dance,
but she didn't push me away either.
"Mommy," was all I could say.
When I pulled away, I was afraid to
look at her eyes again. I was afraid to
see if they were still the same. I took the
tissue that she still held and blew my
nose. Then I put it in my pocket and
inspected her eyes.
I stared hard, searching. I felt her
hand touch mine, just a light tap of two
fingers. When I looked down, I saw
that she was reaching for it. She wanted
to hold my hand, so she did and I held
hers. When I looked back into her eyes,
I knew that I saw her, my mother, and
she saw me. I couldn't believe otherwise.
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