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Bailey White
Mama Makes Up Her Mind

Bailey White teaches first grade in south Georgia,
where she lives with her mother. Her essays and sto-
ries have appeared in several magazines, and she is a
regular commentator on National Public Radio’s Al
Things Considered.
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KRosey's

k7] The other day Mama made up her mind she
A& 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 be-
cause 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 atmo-
sphere was too much for him.
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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 t0 move across a room, peo-
ple 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
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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
(A&7 when Iwas just a little girl, he went off with an
anthropologxcal 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, a2 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
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children, and he gave her, as a parting gift, his tele-
scope. 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
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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 moth-
balls. My father himself had a serious infestation of
crabs—some virulent southwestern Asian strain im-
pervious 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 crip-
pled. And as her mobility decreased, she grew more
and more dependent on Professor Meade’s tele-
scope. “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.
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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 tele-
scope?”’ 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 grand-
daughter.

And Mama didn’t seem to miss it. As a2 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 dis-
tance, and remote distance swirling and colliding
in brilliant, sharp disarray, and then focus on an
osprey catching a fish a mile away, a silent explo-
sion 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



