Emma

F

By Calvin E. Sturdivant

rom my memoirs, The House by the two girls and two boys. But she chose Mother to
Railroad 1932, I recall from 1931 those stay home from school to help wash or clean house
times when my mother and we children while her own daughters went to school. When
visited her Aunt Emma, whom she loved so dearly. Emma was present on those occasions, she would
I can hear Mother saying now, “C’mon, you chil- intercede so that my mother could go to school, too.
dren, get ready. We’re going to see Emma today!”
Things like this reassured Mother that Emma was
In the early fall of 1931, before we had moved not only an aunt, but also a friend.
to the house by the railroad,
my mother visited her beloved
Emma each Sunday afternoon.
“Auntie,” as we youngsters
so lovingly called her, was a
casualty of tuberculosis. She
had been a resident of a sanatorium for some months, but
now she seemed to be recuperating ﬁne at the residence of
her sister and brother-in-law.
The place where she convalesced was a good 2½ country
miles from where we lived.
But Mother gathered us three
walking offspring and the babein-arms for the regular Sundayafternoon trips anyway.
Aunt Emma is looking out the window of her Studebaker.
My mother was so endeared
Her husband is sitting on the fender beneath Emma.
The other ladies in the picture are her friends.
to Emma because Emma was
a mother ﬁgure to her. After
Mother’s mom died, her father abandoned the
Auntie was a gregarious person and she loved to
children—my mother, her brother and young sister. entertain. She just loved people and loved to hang out
And so, at age 11, my mother was separated from with friends. Though my mother never said as much,
her siblings and was forced to live with Emma’s I think that Auntie was a good-timing woman—in a
sister, brother-in-law and their family.
decent way, of course. But this caused her and her
They were also my mother’s relatives, but they husband to part ways, and they never reconciled.
treated her like a stepchild. Emma visited the home
When Mother visited Emma while she convaoften, and she was the one person with whom our lesced, Emma’s demeanor was always pleasant.
mother had a strong relationship.
She was careful to never let us children touch her
Mother looked up to Emma, who gave her or get too close to her. She often played the recordencouragement and advice. Emma’s infectious ing: “The little black train is coming tonight; you’d
smile made my mother strong and self-conﬁdent.
better get your house in order.” Maybe she had a
Emma became her surrogate mother and often premonition.
took her shopping, buying her clothing, snacks and
After we moved in the late fall of 1931, we
other items she would not have received otherwise. children didn’t see Auntie alive again. Mother
Mother’s Aunt Ella had children of her own, visited her a few times, but with the cotton harvest
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and getting settled in a new place, her time was
limited. The onslaught of inclement weather also
curtailed her visits.
One damp, dark night in early March 1932,
three male relatives of Mother’s came with the sad
news that Emma had passed on. Stricken with grief,
Mother went with her relatives to see the last of her
beloved Emma.
I will never forget the somber mood that invaded our house that night and how we two older kids
commiserated with our parent.
On the day of the funeral, Mother had her
hands full getting us youngsters dressed. Daddy
was nowhere to be found; he had left early for the
church, where he was the janitor.
Then a lady we called “Miss Vinny” stopped by
our house and gave Mother a hand with us. She was
a godsend, an angel in a wine-colored dress.
On the way to the church, the March wind blew
cold and blustery. The funeral was already in progress when we arrived.
We sat with the other relatives. Some female
relatives were sobbing uncontrollably. Mother also
wept profusely.
A young lady sang Bedside of a Neighbor.
It was the ﬁrst time I had heard that song, and I
thought it was appropriate for the occasion.

I was standing by the bedside of a neighbor,
Who was just about
to cross Jordan’s swelling tide.
And I asked her if she would do me a favor:
“Kindly take this message to the other side.
“If you see my Savior, tell Him that you saw me,
When you saw me, I was on my way.
You might chance to meet my mother or my father,
Tell them I’m coming home some sweet day.”
The preacher concluded his sermon by singing
a song that included these lines: “A mother told
her child, just before she died, ‘I’m going to leave
you in the hands of the Lord.’” In my later years, I
decided that he had included those lines to console
Emma’s son, Don.
They buried Auntie about six feet from the
church. Daddy helped with the interment. Mother
cried sadly as she walked home that cold, wintry
March day. We children were too young—I was 7,
my sister 8, and there were two younger ones—to
really understand death and its impact. But our
mom told us that everyone would die someday.
It bothered us to know that one day she would be
taken from us.
Time marched on and years went by. Thirty
years later, in March 1962, in the ﬁrst week of
March—just as her aunt had done—Mother left this
earth to join her beloved Emma. ❖
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