The Best Apple Pie She Never Made

Fran marched smartly to the nursing station with Gil trying to keep up. She was holding a still warm pie, exuding a wonderful aroma of crust and fragrant apple from its cut surface, which wafted back in her wake where Gil was trailing. Fran could handle a pan hot enough to burn most ordinary humans with her hands and not notice the discomfort it produced. 

Fran stopped, looked around, spotted her mother in a wheelchair. She was asleep, her head tilted backwards and snoring faintly. Fran smiled and went over to the older woman who looked like a fragile bony doll who had been left on a cleaning cart by some busy housekeeper or forgotten by a child who had gone out to play. Fran set the pie pan on the white cover that lay on her lap and spoke to her mother.

"Hello, dear. It's Fran. Gil and I have come to see you." She gave her mother a kiss on the cheek, and her mother's eyes opened and slowly focused on her daughter and then on Gil beside her who touched her arm and leaned towards her. Some recognition dawned and she opened her mouth but nothing came out. After a little while she spoke.

"Fran. You've come. Please take me home."

Gil pushed the wheelchair into Bonnie's room and said, "This is where you live, Bonnie."

The smell of the pie filled his head and he remembered the pleasure that the whole family took in Bonnie's homemade apple pie. Everyone swore it was the very best pie anyone made. Even before Bonnie started to lose her memory she couldn't say exactly what it was she did to bake it so well, but Fran knew it was the care with which she selected the apples and prepared them, coating both sides of the slices with sugar and cinnamon before filling the bottom crust.

Now Bonnie wasn't paying any attention to the pie on her lap. She had lost her sense of smell or taste, it seemed. Or she couldn't grasp that Fran had made it and brought it to her.

Gil had a wild idea. He took the precariously balanced pan with the pie and set it on the window sill. "It will cool off there. Just like you used to let it set for a while before supper, remember?"

Bonnie nodded slowly, watching Gil. Then she said, "Better put it where the birds won't bother it." Gil laughed and Fran started to say something, but Gil knocked on the window glass and said, "It's safe now, mother."

Bonnie said, "All right, Gil. Thank you." He and Fran exchanged surprise glances. There was silence for a few minutes. Gil broke it. 

"Did you have a good nap, Bonnie? Before we came?" She always slept in the early afternoon for about an hour, sometimes more. It gave the aides a break, too.

"No. Making that pie took most of my time,” she said. Fran gasped in amused protest.  "The nerve," she muttered under her breath. Bonnie continued, ignoring her daughter.

Fixed it yesterday and baked it this morning," she said. In spite of herself, Fran let out a little huffy sound and said, "Sure, you did, mother, sure!"

Gil tried to smooth things over and console his wife at the same time. "You’ve always made wonderful pie, mother. This one came from your best pupil, just like you used to do.”

Bonnie just looked at the pie sitting on the sill. She said, "Best one in Centerville, they said. Yes, best one he ever ate, he said."

She looked around. "Where is he? Where, is Arch?" Her husband had to help her measure the ingredients towards the end of his life and remind her of the right order to add them. Arch died before Bonnie declined and could no longer stay in her home.

Now Bonnie's nostrils began to flare and she could smell the apples. She looked more intently at the sill. She spoke with some firmness:

"Time to cut it and give Arch the first piece. Always did have the first piece for Arch. Then the little ones. Never cared for it much myself."

Gill looked around for a knife. Fran took a plastic knife and fork wrapped in cellophane from her handbag. Gil wheeled Bonnie over to the window and looked at her shriveled hands, too feeble to hold the knife. Fran started to open the cellophane but Bonnie turned towards her with a scowl and spoke harshly.

"Give me that. I cut my own pic." She knocked the plastic utensils in their wrapper onto the floor. Fran tried to soothe her.

"Of course, mother. You cut your pie. I'll just steady your hand a little."

"Spent the morning baking that pie," said Bonnie. "Now she wants to cut and serve it.  Where’s Arch?”

“He’s gone, mother.  He’s been gone a long time now," said Fran softly. She held her mother's hand and the plastic knife with both her hands and made a cutting motion over the crust.  It broke and the knife dug a jagged opening into the pie while Gil tried to steady the pan. Bonnie looked impatient.

"For Lord's sake," said Bonnie, "get on with it."

Fran managed to put a few clumps on a paper plate and picked up a small piece of pie with a fork. She held it in front of Bonnie's mouth until she opened it like a baby bird, then tucked it expertly into her mouth at the right angle so Bonnie could close her mouth over it. Just as she had learned to do perhaps two hundred times at each meal, for a hundred meals every year. Twenty thousand forkfuls. How many scoops of ice cream?

That's what love comes down to, Fran thought. Love is measured, not in sentimental words, not in gestures like kisses, not even in one’s presence at times of great pain. But in the mundane plastic forkful of an apple pie, a pie stolen and not acknowledged, a pie not resented, a pie not missed, a pie... The best pie never made in Centerville.
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