PR R R derr e R

ot

A young girl searches
for her mother.

Fiction by Beth Dotson

never told anyone that the

year | turned 12, I went to see

my mother at the state hos-
pital for crazy people.

My mother had sent me a
birthday card. Since 1 hadn't
heard from her for five years, it
surprised me. There was a picture
on the front of a pretty woman in
a swing. The sunlight made her
glow like an angel. Inside, her
romantic handwriting with lots
of curled ends said, “Adrienne,
you're a young woman now. I
love you.”

After I received the card, I
couldn’t stop wondering where
or how she was. | wanted to pic-
ture her living in a modern city
apartment where everything is
black, white and silver. I saw one
of those apartments once in a
movie. The lady who lived there
had hosted a big party with lots
of important people. My mother
would do the same, only they
would be people who competed
to be with her because they knew
how beautiful she would be when
she sang and danced. I'm sure
they would want to put her in
the movies or on stage. She
would like that.

knew Aunt Winnie and Uncle
Rolly wouldn’t tell me where
she was. They never did. They
brushed me aside whenever I
asked, saying they didn’t know




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 social worker about hew they loved
me. If the social worker had some kind
of lie-o-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 cot-
ton 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 always knew
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-

tered like an old lady’s, even though
she didn’t have one gray hair:

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. [ used

to live with her, you know.” _
" “Yes, but sweetie, it's different now.
She’s in 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. Beale shook her head and closed
her eyes. She always did that when she
was about to give in. She was a reli-
gious woman, so [ guessed that she was
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 men-
tal hospital, Adrienne. That’s all I
know.”

“Does the bus go there?”

“What are you thinking, sugar?”

“I'm going to see her.”

“You can’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

Mirs. Beale spoke again.

“Do you have money for a bus
ticket?”

“No,” T said as I turned back. She
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 trou-
ble, too.

far, but I still got lost. [ 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. [ 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.
1 was still a little girl and didn’t weigh
much. We giggled until Mommy
stopped to tell me, “I'll never leave you
again. The doctors cured me.”

I beamed at my mother and kissed
her. Then she took me to her house—
a mansion filled with white furniture
and huge windows that the sun

Iwalked to the bus station. It wasn’t
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