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Beth Hoffman was the president and co-owner of an interior design studio in Cincinnati before turning to writing full time. She lives with her husband and two cats in Newport, Kentucky. This is her first novel.

‘CeeCee Honeycutt is a sweet, perceptive girl with a troubled family, and this story of the summer that transforms her life is rich with hard truths and charm. This book unfolds like a lush Southern garden, blooming with vivid characters, beauty and surprises’ Kim Edwards, author of The Memory Keeper’s Daughter

‘An absolutely delightful debut novel packed full of Southern charm, strong women, wacky humour and good old-fashioned heart. From the moment you first step into young CeeCee’s unique world, you’ll never want to leave’ Kristin Hannah, bestselling author of True Colors and Winter Garden

‘A confection so delightful readers will not be able to put it down. Beautifully written, brimming with decency and humour, and sparkling with a cast of women who are by turns wise, generous, and deliciously eccentric, this book is a joy to read. Beth Hoffman has written a debut novel to be savoured’ Connie May Fowler, author of How Clarissa Burden Learned to Fly and Before Women Had Wings

‘A refreshing dose of hope. There are gems of wisdom sprinkled throughout … Saving CeeCee Honeycutt will chase your winter blahs’ Minneapolis Star Tribune

‘Anyone in need of a Southern-girl-power fix will find Saving CeeCee Honeycutt engaging. And it offers an invaluable reminder: even when things look bleak, a few good friends can turn your life around’ People


This book is dedicated to Marlane Vaicius,
the best friend a girl could ever hope to find. Marlane, you are my Dixie.

And:

In loving memory of my great-aunt, Mildred Williams Caldwell
of Danville, Kentucky, the remarkably generous and wise little woman
who ignited the flame that inspired this book.


One

Momma left her red satin shoes in the middle of the road. That’s what three eyewitnesses told the police. The first time I remember my mother wearing red shoes was on a snowy morning in December 1962, the year I was seven years old. I walked into the kitchen and found her sitting at the table. No lights were on, but in the thin haze of dawn that pushed through the frostbitten window, I could see red high-heeled shoes peeking out from beneath the hem of her robe. There was no breakfast waiting, and no freshly ironed school dress hanging on the basement doorknob. Momma just sat and stared out the window with empty eyes, her hands limp in her lap, her coffee cold and untouched.

I stood by her side and breathed in the sweet scent of lavender talcum powder that clung to the tufts of her robe.

‘What’s the matter, Momma?’

I waited and waited. Finally she turned from the window and looked at me. Her skin was as frail as tissue, and her voice wasn’t much more than a whisper when she smoothed her hand over my cheek and said, ‘Cecelia Rose, I’m taking you to Georgia. I want you to see what real living is like. All the women dress so nice. And the people are kind and friendly – it’s so different from how things are here. As soon as I feel better, we’ll plan a trip – just you and me.’

‘But what about Dad, will he come too?’

She squeezed her eyes closed and didn’t answer.

Momma stayed sad for the rest of the winter. Just when I thought she’d never smile again, spring came. When the lilacs bloomed in great, fluffy waves of violet, Momma went outside and cut bouquets for every room in the house. She painted her fingernails bright pink, fixed her hair, and slipped into a flowery-print dress. From room to room she dashed, pushing back curtains and throwing open the windows. She turned up the volume of the radio, took hold of my hands, and danced me through the house.

We whirled through the living room, into the dining room, and around the table. Right in the middle of a spin, Momma abruptly stopped. ‘Oh, my gosh,’ she said, taking in a big gulp of air and pointing to the mirror by the door, ‘we look so much alike. When did that happen? When did you start to grow up?’

We stood side by side and gazed at our reflections. What I saw was two smiling people with the same heart-shaped face, blue eyes, and long brown hair – Momma’s pulled away from her face in a headband and mine tied back in a ponytail.

‘It’s amazing,’ my mother said, gathering her hair in her hand and holding it back in a ponytail like mine. ‘Just look at us, CeeCee. I bet when you get older, people will think we’re sisters. Won’t that be fun?’ She giggled, took hold of my hands, and spun me in circles till my feet lifted off the floor.

She was so happy that after we finished dancing, she took me into town and bought all sorts of new clothes and ribbons for my hair. Momma bought herself so many pairs of new shoes that the salesman laughed and said, ‘Mrs. Honeycutt, I believe you have more shoes than the Bolshoi Ballet.’ Neither Momma nor I knew what that meant, but the salesman sure thought he was clever. So we laughed along with him as he helped us carry our packages to the car.

After stuffing the trunk full with bags and boxes, we ran across the street to the five-and-dime, where we sat at the lunch counter and shared a cheeseburger, a bowl of French fries, and a chocolate milk shake.

That spring sure was something. I’d never seen Momma so happy. Every day was a big celebration. I’d come home from school and she’d be waiting, all dressed up with a big smile on her face. She’d grab her handbag, hurry me to her car, and off we’d go to do more shopping.

Then came the day when Dad arrived home from a three-week business trip. Momma and I were sitting at the kitchen table, she with a magazine and me with a coloring book and crayons. When my dad opened the closet door to hang up his jacket, he was all but knocked senseless when an avalanche of shoe boxes rained down on him.

‘Good Christ!’ he barked, turning to look at Momma. ‘How much money have you been spending?’

When Momma didn’t answer, I put down my crayon and smiled. ‘Daddy, we’ve been shopping for weeks, but everything we got was for free.’

‘Free? What are you talking about?’

I nodded wisely. ‘Yep. All Momma had to do was show the salesman a square of plastic, and he let us have whatever we wanted.’

‘What the hell?’ Dad pounded across the kitchen floor, yanked Momma’s handbag from the hook by the door, and pulled the square of plastic from her wallet. ‘Damn it, Camille,’ he said, cutting it up with a pair of scissors. ‘How many times do I have to tell you? This has got to stop. No more credit cards. You keep this up and you’ll put us in the poor house. You hear me?’

Momma licked her finger and turned a page of the magazine.

He leaned down and looked at her. ‘Have you been taking your pills?’ She ignored him and turned another page. ‘Camille, I’m talking to you.’

The sharpness of his words wiped the shine right out of her eyes.

Dad shook his head and pulled a beer from the refrigerator. He huffed and puffed out of the kitchen, kicking shoes out of his way as he headed for the living room. I heard him dump his wide, beefy body into the recliner, muttering the way he always did whenever he was in a bad mood. Which, as far as I could tell, was pretty much always.

My father didn’t smile or laugh very much, and he had a limitless gift for making me feel about as important as a lost penny on the sidewalk. Whenever I’d show him a drawing I’d made or try to tell him about something I’d learned in school, he’d get fidgety and say, ‘I’m tired. We’ll talk another time.’

But another time never came.

He was a machine-tool salesman and spent much of his time in places like Michigan and Indiana. Usually he’d stay away all week and would come home only on weekends. And most times those weekends were filled with an unbearable tension that sprung loose on Saturday night.

Momma would get all dolled up, walk into the living room, and beg him to take her out. ‘C’mon Carl,’ she’d say, tugging at his arm, ‘let’s go dancing like we used to. We never have fun anymore.’

His face would turn sour and he’d say, ‘No, Camille. I’m not taking you anywhere until you straighten up. Now go take your pills.’

She’d cry and say she didn’t need any pills, he’d get mad, turn up the volume of the TV, and drink one beer after another, and I’d run upstairs and hide in my bedroom. Whole months would go by and I’d only hear an occasional kind word pass between them. Even less frequently I’d see them touch. Before too long even those things faded away, and my father’s presence in the house faded right along with them.

Momma seemed glad that Dad stayed away so much. One day I was sitting on the floor of her bedroom cutting out paper dolls while she sat at her vanity and put on makeup. ‘Who needs him anyway?’ she said, leaning close to the mirror as she smoothed on bright red lipstick. ‘I’ll tell you something, Cecelia Rose. Northerners are exactly like their weather – cold and boring. And I swear, none of them has one iota of etiquette or propriety. Do you know that not one single person in this godforsaken town even knows I’m a pageant queen? They’re all a bunch of sticks-in-the-mud, just like your father.’

‘You don’t like Daddy anymore?’

‘No,’ she said, turning to look at me. ‘I don’t.’

‘He doesn’t come home very much. Where is he, Momma?’

She blotted her lips with a tissue. ‘That old fool? He’s not here because he’s down at the cemetery with one foot stuck in the grave. And that’s another thing. Never marry an older man. I mean it, CeeCee. If an older man ever sweeps you off your feet, just get up and run away as fast as you can.’

I set down my scissors. ‘How old is Daddy?’

‘Fifty-seven,’ she said, rubbing a smudge of rouge from her cheek. ‘And look what he’s done to me.’ She scowled at her reflection in the mirror and shook her head. ‘I’m only thirty-three and I already have lines on my face. Your father is nothing but a Yankee liar. I can’t tell you how many promises he made just so I’d marry him and move up here to this god-awful excuse for a town. But all those promises amounted to nothing but a five-hundred-pound bag of dog breath.’

As I was about to ask her what that meant, a strange, icy expression moved across her face. She gazed down at her wedding picture and slowly lifted it from the vanity. With her tube of lipstick she drew a big red X over my dad’s face, then shrieked with laughter, fluffed her hair, and walked out the door.

What caused it, I didn’t know, but after that day Momma’s moods began to spike and plummet like a yo-yo. One day she’d pitch a fit and break everything she could get her hands on, and the next day she’d be as calm as a glass of water. Then, out of nowhere, she’d up and vanish. I’d panic and run down the street, calling her name while my heart hammered against my ribs. Eventually I’d find her going from door to door in the neighborhood, asking for donations for some charity nobody ever heard of. A few people felt sorry for her and would drop a coin or two into the jar she held in her hands, but most people closed the door in her face.

She became so unpredictable that I never knew what would be waiting for me when I got home from school – a plate of gooey half-baked cookies or muffled sobs leaking from beneath her closed bedroom door. I didn’t know what was wrong with her, but I did know that none of the other mothers in our town acted the way she did. They’d come into school carrying trays filled with freshly baked cupcakes, and I’d see them walking along the sidewalks with their children and sometimes a dog. The other mothers were happy and seemed like they were fun to spend time with, but Momma wasn’t fun anymore, and there were times when she acted so strange that she scared me.

Each year I watched her grasp on reality loosen as she slipped further away, but the worst part of her descent began on a breezy spring afternoon when I was nine years old.

I was headed home from school, enjoying the way the wind tickled my face, when three boys ran by. One of them skidded to a stop and poked me in the shoulder. ‘Hey, Honeycutt, it’s not Christmas, so how come there’s a big fruitcake in your front yard?’

He let out a cruel, sputtering laugh and disappeared around the corner. When I turned down my street and saw Momma, a rush of heat scalded my cheeks. My brunette mother had bleached her hair white and was standing in the front yard wearing a slam-on-the-brakes horror of a yellow prom dress. It was so tight the seams were puckered up in some places and split open in others, and beneath the full, gathered skirt were layers and layers of stiff white petticoats.

She didn’t look a thing like a fruitcake – no, she did not. My mother looked like a big lemon meringue pie. And if that weren’t bad enough, sparks of light burst into the air from the rhinestone tiara that sat cockeyed on her head as she blew kisses to everyone who drove by.

‘I love you,’ she called, waving to a carload of teenage boys in a convertible.

The driver screeched to a stop and backed up. His greasy, slicked-back hair shimmered in the sunlight. He took a drag from a stubby cigarette and flicked it into the street. ‘Hey, baby,’ he called to Momma. ‘That’s some outfit. What’s going on?’

‘Please vote for me,’ she sang out across the lawn. ‘I’ll make y’all proud of this great state of Georgia.’

All of the boys laughed, and one of them said, ‘Georgia? What’s the matter – you lost or something? This is Willoughby, Ohio.’

Oblivious to the truth of his words, she blew him a kiss. ‘Now, don’t forget to vote for me.’

One of the boys in the backseat motioned to Momma. ‘Sure, I’ll vote for you, honey. C’mon over and sit on my lap.’

She giggled and set off toward the car. Just as she reached the sidewalk, the driver hit the gas and laid rubber on the road. Clouds of smoke rolled into the air, but Momma kept right on blowing kisses.

I was so embarrassed, I thought I’d implode right there on the sidewalk. Though I knew I should grab her arm and haul her back inside the house, my shame sent me running in the opposite direction. With my books hugged to my chest, I ran full throttle until I reached the public library. I pushed through the heavy wooden door of the ladies’ restroom, hid in one of the stalls, and opened a book. I read as fast as I could, gobbling up pages until the wild thumping of my heart subsided, until the story on the pages became real and my life became nothing but a story – a story that simply wasn’t true. Couldn’t be true. I stayed in the restroom until the maintenance man came in to wash the floors and shooed me out.

Not long after that day, Momma began walking to the Goodwill store. She’d buy all sorts of old prom dresses and formal gowns, and if she happened to find any dyed-to-match shoes, well, she’d buy those too, even if they were three sizes too big.

One afternoon I was lying on my bed, reading Stuart Little, when I heard Momma’s footsteps on the stairs accompanied by the rustle of paper bags – always a surefire announcement that she had struck gold during her Goodwill shopping spree. I heard her laugh, giddy with anticipation, as she tried on the newest addition to her wardrobe. Within a few minutes she called to me, ‘Cecelia Rose, come in here, darlin’, and see what I found.’

I pressed my nose farther into the book and pretended not to hear, but Momma called again, and when I didn’t answer, I heard the sharp clickety-click of her high-heeled shoes coming down the hall. She threw open my bedroom door and exclaimed, ‘Will you just look at your momma! Isn’t she something?’

She stood in the doorway, eyes glazed wide from her Goodwill shopping hangover. Then she gathered up the skirt of a raggedy old prom dress she’d just bought for a dollar and twirled into my room like a colorful, out-of-control top.

‘Oh, how I adore this shade of pink. It suits me,’ she said, stopping to admire her reflection in the mirror on my closet door.

I don’t know what Momma saw in that mirror that delighted her so much, but it sure wasn’t what I saw.

She put her hands on her hips, looked over her shoulder, and waited for me to tell her how beautiful she looked. It was all I could do to reach deep inside myself and push out the words she so desperately wanted to hear. ‘You look nice, Momma,’ I mumbled, embarrassed enough for both of us, then I lowered my eyes and went back to reading my book.

‘Don’t be sad, CeeCee. One day you’ll win a beauty pageant, and then you can wear all these beautiful gowns too. I’m saving them for you, darlin’. I promise I am.’ She grinned and sashayed out of my room.

Grateful that she’d finally left, I scooted off the bed and closed the door behind her.

Momma started wearing those tattered old prom dresses several days a week. The more she wore them, the more of a spectacle she became in our town. Even the nicest of our neighbors couldn’t stop themselves from standing in their front yards bug-eyed and slack-jawed whenever she’d parade down the sidewalk in a rustle of taffeta. And who could blame them? With a neighbor like Momma, who needed TV?

In school I was the skinny girl who had a crown-wearing, lipstick-smeared lunatic for a mother. Nobody talked to me unless they wanted an answer to a test question, and nobody sat with me at the lunch table – well, nobody except Oscar Wolper, who smelled like dirty socks and bore a shocking resemblance to Mr. Potato Head.

After a while I didn’t pay much attention to my classmates. It didn’t matter what they said about my mother or what kinds of faces they made. I’d just walk in, take my seat, and keep my eyes glued to the blackboard. Besides, I always knew a smile would be waiting for me every Sunday.


Two

For as far back as my memory would take me, I had spent Sunday mornings with our elderly neighbor Mrs. Gertrude Odell. At eight o’clock I’d go down to the kitchen and watch for her porch light to go on; it was our signal that she was ready for me. The minute I’d see that light, I’d run out the door, across the yard, and up the back steps of her little brick house. Always she’d greet me with a smile, still with her thin white hair wound in itty-bitty pin curls, still wearing her nightgown and flowery snap-front robe that was frayed at the cuffs.

‘Good morning, honey,’ she’d say as I stepped into her kitchen. ‘It’s a beautiful day that just got more beautiful.’

Whether it was sunny, rainy, or even if a foot of snow had fallen overnight, to Mrs. Odell, every day was a beauty. I think she was just happy to have woken up on the top side of the earth.

Mrs. Odell lived alone. She’d had a husband once, but he died a long time ago. We helped each other a lot: she made my school lunch each morning, and I pulled weeds in her garden and helped her lift things that were heavy.

Our Sunday breakfasts were my favorite thing in the whole world. While I gathered silverware and set our places at the white enamel-top table that sat by the kitchen window, she’d shuffle across the green linoleum floor in a pair of broken-down, grandma-style shoes with mismatched laces and grill up a stack of pancakes. We’d sit down and have ourselves a feast while we listened to a church station on the radio. Mrs. Odell loved choir singing, and she’d tune in early so we wouldn’t miss it. Most times we’d catch the tail end of the day’s sermon, loudly delivered by an angry-sounding preacher. Every week it was like he was giving his listeners a big, finger-pointing reprimand.

One Sunday while licking maple syrup off my fingers, I looked at Mrs. Odell. ‘Why is that preacher so upset? He always sounds real mad.’

She took a sip of tea and thought for a moment. ‘Well, now that you mention it, he does sound a little crabby. Maybe he’s tired of reminding people to be kind to each other.’

‘Are all preachers crabby?’ I said, taking a bite of my pancakes.

Mrs. Odell chuckled. ‘I don’t know if I’d say they’re all crabby, but I think some do have a tendency to speak a little too forceful at times.’

‘Well, what I don’t understand is why people get all dressed up and drive to church so they can sit there and get scolded. Seems to me it’d be a whole lot easier for them to just stay home in their pj’s, eat pancakes, and get yelled at over the radio.’

Mrs. Odell laughed so hard she cried. But I was serious.

On my way home from school the following Friday, I heard the echo of a sharp whack-whack-whack rise above the trees. Up ahead, a man was hammering a sign into the ground in front of a local church. The sign was advertising a weekend fund-raising festival, and printed in bright red letters at the bottom were the words Come JOIN THE FUN – EVERYONE WELCOME. When I arrived home, I made up my mind that I’d go down there on Saturday morning and see for myself what all this church stuff was about.

Before leaving the house the next morning, I put on a pair of old sunglasses and tied a scarf around my head. Thanks to Momma’s antics, even the adults in our town looked at me with something that was a cross between disgust and pity, so I tried to disguise myself whenever I ventured into town.

The festival was a swarm of activity, and I sunk into the shadows of the trees to watch. My first impression was that pies seemed to help people be kind to one another a whole lot better than any mean-talking preacher. In fact, there were more smiles around the bake-sale tables than I had ever seen in one place. Even the most ornery, stern-faced men in our town turned all happy and grinned like fools as they looked over the long tables lined with homemade cookies, pies, and strudels. Even Mr. Krick, the owner of the local hardware store, who was just about as grumpy as a person could be, picked up a pie. Under the watchful eye of a little gray-haired woman who stood behind the table, he held it beneath his nose and breathed in the aroma.

‘Ida Mae,’ he said with a goofy grin, ‘you’ve created a masterpiece. This elderberry pie has been blessed by the Good Lord himself. I’ll take it.’

Ida Mae blushed and packed the pie inside a box.

‘Now, don’t you worry about that broken latch on your screen door,’ Mr. Krick said, suddenly jolly. ‘I’ll stop by tomorrow morning and get it all fixed up.’ He handed Ida Mae a five-dollar bill, told her to keep the change, and disappeared into the crowd.

I made a mental note that if I ever needed help from a man I would make him a pie. I wondered if that’s why my dad didn’t come home much anymore. As far as I knew, Momma never once had baked him a pie.

Beyond the bake-sale tables stood a line of game booths, but I steered clear of those when I saw a group of kids from my school. I watched from a safe distance as they threw balls, knocked over bowling pins, and won all sorts of prizes.

Once I’d seen enough of the festival, I took a shortcut through the grass and walked by the church. The door was wide open, so I climbed the steps and peeked inside.

It was almost dark. The only light there was came from a vibrantly colored stained glass window on the farthest wall. Beyond the rows of polished wood pews sat an altar draped in a cloth of deep red, its surface filled with dozens of burning candles that glowed from inside tiny glass cups.

Careful not to make a sound, I moved down the aisle. Three women were kneeling in the front pew, each one of them wearing a lacy square of fabric on top of her head. The women rubbed long beaded necklaces through their fingers, and one of them rocked back and forth to the rhythm of something I couldn’t hear. I didn’t know what beaded necklaces had to do with praying, but I guessed it was probably some secret code reserved exclusively for women.

For several minutes I watched the scene before me, wondering if a beaded necklace had the power to help my mother. I wondered about it the whole way home.

While walking around the side of the house, I saw Dad’s car parked in the driveway. Just as I opened the back door, I heard Momma’s voice burst through the air. ‘No. Get out!’

‘Damn it, Camille, calm down. We need to talk.’

There was a furious jumble of words, ending with the sound of breaking glass. I ran across the kitchen and hid inside the broom closet. Above me I could hear the shuffling of feet, and then Dad’s words boomed through the house. ‘Camille, you’ve got to stop this. Now, sit down and—’

Momma screamed, ‘Don’t come near me. I hate you!’

The slamming of her bedroom door shook the house, and a moment later Dad pounded down the stairs. I stood stock-still in the darkness of the closet, and when he came into the kitchen, I held my breath. When the screen door slapped shut, I pushed open the closet door and peered out the window. As I watched my father get into his car and roar away, I decided to give the praying business a try.

Later that night, while Momma was asleep on the sofa, I searched through a chest of drawers in her bedroom until I found the strand of pearls she kept tucked inside a pink satin pouch. After pulling an old doily from beneath a lamp and grabbing a Christmas candle from a box in the closet, I went into my bedroom and closed the door. I bobby-pinned the doily to my head, lit the candle, and got down on my knees by the window. Though I wasn’t sure exactly what to do, I gazed into the sky and rubbed the pearls between my fingers until they grew nice and warm.

‘Hello. My name is Cecelia Rose Honeycutt, and I live at 831 Tulipwood Avenue. The preacher on the radio said if we opened our hearts and asked, we’d be saved. He said it was that simple. So I’m asking, will you please save Momma? Something’s wrong with her mind and it’s getting worse every day. And while you’re at it, will you save me too? There’s nothing wrong with my mind, but I sure could use some help down here. I’ll do anything you say. Thank you. Amen.’

I prayed for several weeks, counting off one pearl for each prayer. Every day I watched for signs of improvement, but Momma never got any better. There were sixty-one pearls on my mother’s necklace, and if something didn’t happen soon, I’d run out of prayers. One day it occurred to me that it was time to go directly to God. But I was a little worried about that idea.

Is God like the principal at our school who stays in his office and talks only with the teachers? Will God think I’m too bold if I call on him directly?

Though I was nervous about it, I decided I had nothing to lose, so I went ahead and prayed until I came to the last pearl on the necklace. But summer faded into autumn, and nothing in my life changed but the color of the leaves on the trees. Either God never heard me or had a whole lot more important things to worry about.

On a warm October night I sat outside and rested against a maple tree. I gazed at the branches above me, and while watching the moonlight ride the copper leaves as they let go and swirled to the ground, I wondered about all the prayers I’d said.

Where have they gone? Are they piled up in the corner of God’s doorway the way the leaves mound beneath the trees? Will God one day open the door and be knocked backward when all my prayers tumble in?

When I went inside the house, I figured I’d said enough prayers to last a lifetime, so I tossed the doily and the candle in the trash, put Momma’s pearls back inside the satin pouch, and went upstairs to read a book.

Books became my life, or maybe I should say books became the way I escaped from my life. Every day I studied my homework lessons until I knew them inside and out. And, in a strange, upside-down way, Momma’s craziness helped me learn more and rise to the top of my class. For every dish, saucer, or glass she threw against the wall, I’d add a book to my reading list. And every time she cried, I’d read an entire column of words in the dictionary. By the time I was eleven years old I’d read a whole lot of books and knew a ton of words.

When the girls in my class raced home after school to play board games or make themselves up with their mothers’ cosmetics, I turned and walked in the opposite direction. Down shade-dappled sidewalks I’d go until I reached the Willoughby Public Library. I was happy sitting alone on the cool floor between the tall wooden shelves, but I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t long for a living, breathing girlfriend to talk with. Laugh with. Just be with. Every day I ached to hear my footsteps walk in rhythm with those of another girl. When that ache got to be too much, I tried to pretend I didn’t need anybody – including a mother.

But my pretending ended on a windy spring day when I was twelve years old.

When I came home from school and opened the front door, a cloud of gray smoke swirled into my face. I dropped my books and ran into the kitchen to find a saucepan burning on the stove. Coughing till I thought I’d choke, I grabbed a pot holder, put the scorched pan into the sink, and turned off the burner. After opening the windows and doors and fanning the smoke till the air cleared, I looked around to see how much damage had been done. Gooey cheese and burned macaroni were stuck to the stovetop and splattered on the cupboard doors, and the smoke had left a gray film on the ceiling. While I stared at the mess and wondered how I’d ever clean it up, I heard Momma wail like her hair was on fire.

I bolted up the stairs and found her sitting in the middle of her bed, wearing a red lace bra, a petticoat, and her tiara. She was crying so hard I could barely find her face behind all that blotched puffiness. Momma smelled real strange – like hair spray and Shalimar perfume mixed with urine.

As I moved across her room, my heart went wild, like a bird beating its wings against a closed window. I wrapped my hands around the bedpost to steady myself. ‘What’s the matter, Momma?’

Her face turned tragic. ‘Look at this,’ she said, lifting her scrapbook.

The picture she wanted me to see was a photograph of her smiling like a goddess in her white pageant dress. A green silk sash was draped from one of her shoulders to the opposite hip, and the words 1951 VIDALIA ONION QUEEN were written across it in glittery script. She was standing on a skirted platform framed by two wooden barrels overflowing with onions.

‘My life is here; this is my real life,’ she whimpered, poking the picture with a stiff finger. She wiped her eyes, smearing mascara across her cheeks. ‘I was so beautiful and young.’

Knowing that compliments always made her happy, I took in a breath and said, ‘You’re still beautiful, Momma.’

Her chapped lips quivered. ‘You think so?’

I nodded and tried to think of something to say that would bring her back to reality. ‘But Momma, winning that pageant wasn’t your life – it was only a day in your life – that’s all. Mrs. Odell says life is what we make it. Maybe you’d be happier if you adjusted your thinking a bit.’

She looked at me with dilated eyes. ‘Who’s Mrs. Odell?’

My stomach started to churn, sending a wash of bile into my throat. I leaned my forehead against the bedpost and took in a slow breath of air. ‘She’s our neighbor, Momma. She lives next door. Remember?’

‘Our neighbor is Colonel Braxton Griffin. He’s a direct descendant of General Robert E. Lee and a fine Southern gentleman.’

‘No, Momma, please listen to me. There is no Colonel Griffin. Mrs. Odell has always been our neighbor.’

She screwed up her face and looked at me like I was the one who was nuts. I had the horrible feeling that she had, once and for all, slipped over the edge. She began rocking from side to side, tears spilling down her cheeks.

Breathe, CeeCee. Breathe. Please, somebody help me. Please, God.

I walked to the side of the bed, sat down, and took hold of her hand. I could hardly hear my own voice when I said, ‘Momma. What’s my name?’

She stopped rocking and stared at me for the longest time. The room grew quiet. The clock on her night chest ticked on and on. I swallowed hard. ‘Who am I, Momma?’

The blank look on her face terrified me. As I was about to run next door and get Mrs. Odell, a small flicker of reality sparked in her eyes.

‘Momma, what’s my name?’

‘Cecelia Rose,’ she blurted. Then she crushed the scrapbook against her chest, flopped forward, and buried her face into the bedspread.

‘You stay here. Everything will be okay. I’ll be right back.’ I rose from the bed, walked down the hall on shaking legs, and drew a hot bath. While the tub was filling, I returned to her bedroom. One by one I pried her fingers from the scrapbook, helped her out of bed, and led her into the bathroom. Why, I don’t know, but Momma refused to take off her bra and slip. I didn’t have the energy to argue, so after I gathered a wad of tissue and wiped bubbles of snot from her nose, I let her sink into the tub while I sat on the toilet lid and began reading aloud from one of my Nancy Drew books.

When Momma’s tears finally subsided, she looked at me with swollen, red-rimmed eyes. ‘Is Nancy Drew a friend of yours? I don’t recall.’

My mouth dropped open in disbelief. I was so worn out by her illness that I wanted to scream. I stared at her, shaking my head. ‘I don’t have any friends.’

‘You have lots of friends,’ she said, scooping up a drift of soap bubbles and blowing them from the palm of her hand. ‘They come in and out of the house all the time.’

A sudden, seething anger flared inside me. It was so powerful that my hands started to shake. I grabbed a hand mirror from the side of the sink and held it close to her face. ‘How could I have friends? Just look at what you do to yourself.’

Her lips parted when she saw her reflection, and a slow, unspeakable sadness fell across her face. She turned away and gazed at the flowery wallpaper, as if the secret to her damaged life was hidden behind a faded petal or leaf.

I put down the mirror, ashamed by what I’d just done. ‘I’m sorry, Momma. I didn’t mean it.’

Without looking at me, she whispered, ‘Nancy Drew is jealous because I’m a pageant queen and she’s not.’

I lowered my eyes and went back to reading my book.

When the bathwater grew cold, I helped Momma out of the tub, peeled off her slip and bra, and dried her off. After getting her into a nightgown, she climbed into bed and fell asleep before I finished untangling the tiara from her hair. When I finally pulled it free, I set it on the night chest and went downstairs to the kitchen.

After filling a bucket with hot soapy water, I scrubbed the macaroni and cheese off the stovetop, then I stood on a chair and wiped down the cupboard doors. There was nothing to be done with the scorched pan, so I tossed it in the garbage. Once I’d cleaned everything up, I got down on my knees, reached behind the stove, and pulled the plug from the outlet. From now on Momma could eat cold sandwiches unless I was home to keep an eye on things.

Though I always tried to hide the worst of my mother’s illness from everyone, that night I couldn’t stop myself from running next door to Mrs. Odell’s. I was too embarrassed to tell her the really bad parts of what had happened, but I managed to give her an idea of what had gone on.

She wrapped me in her arms. ‘Oh, honey, your mother is a tortured soul. Shall I go over and see if I can help her?’

‘She’s sleeping,’ I said, fighting back tears.

‘Good. Then, you’ll stay and have supper with me.’

Hungry for anything that even remotely resembled normal, I followed Mrs. Odell around her little kitchen, but she didn’t seem to mind. We talked about what I was learning in school as she prepared our meal, and then she served it up on chipped porcelain plates while I set up TV trays in her living room. Pretty soon I all but forgot about Momma as we ate our supper and laughed at a rerun of I Love Lucy.

After we did the dishes, Mrs. Odell and I played Chinese checkers until it grew dark, and then she walked me home. She went upstairs to check on Momma, and returned a few minutes later with a sad look on her face. ‘She’s in a deep sleep, honey. Maybe tomorrow will be a better day.’

Mrs. Odell gave me a squeeze and left, her white hair glowing like a fuzzy moon in the darkness. As I stood at the window and watched her disappear, the truth blazed in my mind. There would never be a better day, because no matter what day it was, my mother, Camille Sugarbaker Honeycutt, the 1951 Vidalia Onion Queen, was crazy.

I blew a foggy circle on the windowpane and pressed my palm against it. The coolness of the glass was strangely comforting. While watching the mist evaporate around my fingers, I thought about Gloria.

Gloria used to live across the street. She and Momma were friends and had spent a lot of time together when I was real little. They would do each other’s hair like the pictures they’d seen in magazines, and sometimes they’d dance around the living room while watching American Bandstand on TV.

When Momma started having her spells, it was Gloria who tried to talk to my father.

I remembered the day I was sitting in the grass by the side of the house, playing with a toy bear. I looked across the street and saw Gloria unloading bags of groceries from her car. As I was about to call her name and wave, my father pulled into our driveway. When Gloria saw him, she trotted across the street, her short black hair shining in the sun.

‘Carl, I need to talk to you. It’s important. Something’s wrong with Camille,’ she said, folding her arms across her chest. ‘I’m worried about her, and I’m scared for Cecelia. Please come over to my house so we can talk in private. I’d like to—’

‘Gloria, I’ll handle my own family,’ Dad said, holding up his hand.

‘I just think—’

But Dad turned and left her standing in the driveway.

Gloria was never the same after that day. She came over less and less, and then she stopped altogether. She’d always smile and wave hello whenever she saw me, but she didn’t come across the street and talk to me like she used to. Then one day a big green moving van pulled up and parked in her driveway. Later that afternoon, Gloria and her husband locked their front door and moved away. She didn’t even say good-bye.

And now here I was all these years later, staring into the starless sky, thinking about how much easier everything would be if my mother was locked up in a sanatorium. I sometimes even wished she were dead. It was terrible to think such a thing, but I just couldn’t help it. I’m not saying I wanted to skip through life in a rosy blur from one Disney experience to the next – all I longed for was to know one whole happy day.

The following Saturday morning the phone rang, and when I answered, a woman’s voice said, ‘Oh, uh, hello. I’d like to speak to Carl.’

I recognized her voice. She had called several times in the past. ‘He’s not home. Who’s calling?’

There was a long pause, and then she said, ‘It’s not important, I’ll call back another time.’ And she quickly hung up.

Late that afternoon she called again, and still she refused to leave a message.

Not ten minutes later I heard my dad’s car roll into the driveway. I ran out the back door and watched him pull a six-pack of beer and a small suitcase from the trunk. Before he reached the top step of the porch, I blurted, ‘You have to do something. Momma needs help. And I—’

‘C’mon, CeeCee, move over,’ he grumbled, pushing past me.

His face was as tight as a clenched fist, and he reeked of liquor, underarm sweat, and a three-day-old foul mood. I knew that smell was a big red flag warning me to stay clear, but I followed him into the kitchen anyway.

‘Momma needs to be in a hospital, and she—’

‘For God’s sake. Can’t I even walk in the door without getting hounded?’ He grabbed a beer, shoved the rest of the six-pack into the refrigerator, and pushed the door closed with his foot. ‘I took your mother to a big-deal doctor in Cleveland. He put her on so many pills the bathroom looked like a damn pharmacy. You know darn well she won’t take them, and even when she does, none of them do much good.’

‘There’s a special hospital in Eastlake for mentally sick people. I looked it up in the phone book.’

He opened his beer and dropped the bottle opener into the drawer with a loud clang. ‘Do you have any idea what that would cost? I’m not made of money.’

‘But you’re not here to see all the things she does.’ I marched across the kitchen and yanked open a cupboard door. ‘These are the only dishes we have left, and do you know why? Because when she gets mad, she throws them against the wall. Last week she threw the toaster down the basement steps, and then she—’

He grabbed hold of the back of a chair and squeezed until his knuckles turned white. ‘My life isn’t a walk in the park, either. I just lost a big sale yesterday. As it is we’ll have to tighten out belts. I can’t afford to send your mother to a hospital.’

‘I can’t take it anymore. If you won’t send Momma to a hospital, then send me away.’

He leaned toward me, his breath foul-smelling and hot. ‘Has your mother ever hurt you? Has she ever slapped you or paddled your behind?’

‘No, but she—’

‘Then just keep her inside the house when she isn’t herself.’ He looked away and rifled through a stack of mail.

‘If you don’t do something about Momma, then I will. I’ll tell the nurse at school about it, or I’ll … I’ll … go the police, and …’ My chin quivered so much I couldn’t finish the sentence.

‘And what do you think the police will do – arrest your mother for throwing a toaster down the stairs?’

I was so mad I started to shake. ‘No. They’ll make you do something about Momma.’

Dad’s lips thinned. ‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’

‘I’m trying to talk to you, but you won’t listen! Where are you all the time? Why do you go to Detroit so much?’

‘I travel for my job, you know that,’ he said, ripping open an envelope. But it was the way he averted his eyes that stirred a suspicion deep in my gut.

I took a breath for courage and stepped forward. ‘Some lady called here for you, twice, but she wouldn’t give me her name. And today isn’t the first time she’s called, either. So is that why you’re never home?’

Splotches of red bloomed on his neck and he glared at me. ‘What kind of question is that?’

I held his gaze, matching his fury with my own. ‘Do you have a girlfriend?’

‘You know what? I don’t know why I bother to come home anymore.’ He pulled out his wallet, dropped some money on the kitchen table, and walked out the door.

And, like always, he was gone.

Late the following afternoon, I found my mother sitting on the back steps. She was still in her nightgown, and her hair was a snarled mess of bobby pins and rollers from the night before. With her knees hugged tightly to her chest, she sat quietly and gazed into a sky that was as brittle as charred tinfoil.

I went outside and lowered myself next to her. We didn’t say anything. We just sat and watched the wind whip up angry gray clouds. The strange, electric smell of a storm filled the air, and when a roll of thunder sounded off in the distance, I reached out and touched her hand. ‘You’d better come inside, Momma. It’s going to rain.’

Her lips barely moved when she said, ‘I’m watching that bird. Way up high in the tree.’

I couldn’t see it, and I wondered if her imagination was playing tricks again. But a moment later three chirps sounded and a red-winged blackbird lifted out of the tree. Momma and I watched until the flash of his scarlet epaulets disappeared.

‘I wish I could be a bird.’

‘Why? What good would that do?’

She turned and looked at me with exhausted blue eyes. ‘Then I could fly to Georgia and get my life back.’

I could tell she was about to cry, so I took hold of her hand and urged her to her feet. As we walked into the kitchen, Momma looked pale and seemed wobbly. ‘Why don’t you rest for a while?’ I said, leading her up the stairs and into her bedroom. ‘I’ll make us some supper a little later.’

She sat on the edge of the bed, as limp as a worn-out rag doll. I pulled her slippers from her feet and placed them beneath her night chest, but when I reached out to remove the curlers from her hair, her hands flew over her head and she began swatting the air like she was being attacked by a swarm of mosquitoes.

‘What is it, Momma? What’s wrong?’

She jumped up and shrieked, ‘I’ve wasted the best years of my life. Damn him. Damn him to hell. I wish he’d drop dead!’

Momma grabbed a container of scented talcum from her vanity and hurled it at the closet door. It exploded on impact and sent so much white powder into the air, I felt like I was standing inside a giant snow globe.


Three

Friday, June 2, 1967

There were three eyewitnesses, and each of them said the same thing: the Happy Cow Ice Cream truck came over a crest in the road and hit Momma so hard she was knocked clean out of her geranium-red satin shoes. A big-bellied policeman stood in our driveway and told my dad that Momma had died instantly.

‘I’m sorry to be delivering this terrible news. Real sorry. It happened so fast she didn’t feel a thing, Mr. Honeycutt – I can promise you that.’

My legs turned liquid, and I grabbed hold of my bedroom window frame to steady myself. Red shoes? Yes, she was wearing her favorite red shoes.

Ashen-faced, Dad glanced toward the house. For a brief, searing moment, his eyes locked with mine. A thousand unsaid words hung in the air between us. His voice broke apart when he turned to the officer and said, ‘Where … where did you say this happened?’

‘On Euclid Avenue, about fifty yards west of the Goodwill store. The driver of the truck said she ran right in front of him. He didn’t even have time to swerve—’

Dad held up his hand, palm thrust forward and fingers spread wide, as if trying to block any more words the policeman might say. ‘Good God,’ he said, slouching on the porch steps with a heavy moan. ‘Good God Almighty.’

The policeman pulled a toothpick from behind his ear and slid it into the corner of his mouth. ‘This is an awful shock, but I’ve got to ask you a few questions. Your wife was walking on the road wearing a fancy party dress, and she had a crown on her head. Now, I know she had a tendency to be a little … well, a little colorful at times. And I’m wondering, was she on any sort of medication?’

Dad let out a low groan and shook his head.

‘Mr. Honeycutt, do you know where she was going all gussied up like that in the middle of the afternoon?’

Dad hung his head and said no. But that was a big fat lie. He knew darn well Momma walked to the Goodwill store at least once a week, but I figured he was too embarrassed to tell the policeman why.

This was the first day in almost three weeks that Dad had been home, and he hadn’t been in the house more than twenty minutes before the policeman knocked on the door. Though I teetered on the edge between feeling no emotion for my father and downright hating him, I was drop-to-my-knees grateful it was him talking with the policeman and not me.

I moved away from the window, collapsed on my bed, and took several slow, deep breaths. A rush of blood thundered in my ears and a strange heat snaked through my veins until I got so hot and sweaty I thought I’d throw up. Just when I was about to run to the bathroom, I cooled down so fast I shuddered. Whoever it was that said life can change in the blink of an eye sure wasn’t lying. Less than two hours ago I had walked out of school with my year-end report card in my hand, feeling glad for the beginning of summer vacation. Now a policeman claimed my mother was dead, and I didn’t know what to believe or think, much less feel.

The skin on my forehead tightened and my hands went numb, but not one tear leaked from my eyes. All I could do was stare off into space and imagine Momma flying through the air as the chiffon skirt of her beauty pageant dress billowed in the wind like a white gossamer parachute. I imagined her landing lightly on the side of the road, her dress splayed out prettily around her, and I could see her crinoline slip, full and stiff, standing up against the breeze – its lacy hem fluttering when motorists passed by.

I could picture all that so easily, but I couldn’t picture Momma actually dead. Momma had always been the great pretender, and I half-expected her to twirl into my bedroom, giggle, and then flop on the bed and tell me that she wasn’t even hurt – that it was only something she’d done just for fun. I could almost hear her say, ‘I only did it to liven things up in this boring old town.’

I sat up and looked out
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