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For Stephen Fraser





1


Surprise





Nanny sat at the kitchen table when I wandered in at dusk from swimming, not a light in the house on, just a cigarette glowing.


“Hey, Winston girl,” she said. “You got a minute?”


She didn’t sound too happy. In fact, I’d say she sounded right miserable. I strained to see more than the glow of her ciggie but was hypnotized by the red burn.


Blinking, I said, “What’s wrong?” I slid onto the rattan chair, my behind almost not making it. My chlorine-smelling swimsuit made my shorts and T-shirt wet. I let out a sigh. Since turning fifteen, I’ve found myself sighing an awful lot. That’s my family’s fault.


I helped myself to one of the biscuits from breakfast, the pan covered with a cloth so they wouldn’t dry out hard as rocks. It was like biting into a brick. The cloth hadn’t helped at all. I sighed again. Then let out an “I’m starving.”


“Stop that damn sighing,” Nanny said. “You’re breathing up way more than your fair share of oxygen.” She drew long on her cigarette. Her face lit up in such a way she looked like a demon, shadowed eyes and all. But who’s allowed to tell their grandmother that kind of thing? “Dinner’s on the stove, but wait it out a minute. I got to tell you something.”


“Tell then,” I said. “School starts in a couple of weeks and I got things to do before then.”


“Smart butt,” Nanny said, and ground out her cigarette.


I smiled. So she wasn’t too bad off. Nanny only uses the word “butt” if she’s talking about her Winstons-taste-good-like . . . You know what I’m saying. And yes, I was named after the cigarette, but I’ve told no one that fact, not even my very best friend, Patty Bailey, who is tall as an oak tree and gone to Louisiana for the summer. “Butt” is about her only swear. Nanny’s. Not Patty’s. That’s an almost truth.


“Nanny,” I said, “what’s got your goat? Sure I can’t fill a plate while I listen to you jaw?”


“Yes, I’m sure.” Nanny slapped at the table, and Denny, our rooster, ruffled his feathers and clucked in his throat. I hadn’t even known he was there. I settled in my chair and waited—keeping the sigh tucked in tight—and pulled at my T-shirt to loosen it some.


Nanny took in a breath.


“I got a letter from your momma.”


Hmmmm.


So that’s why she was sitting in the dark. Nanny, not Momma.


“Tell me more.” I said those words, though I didn’t mean them.


Cold-water feeling covered me from my ankles up. It was like the time I got baptized. That day, the water heater was broke, and no one knew till the preacher and me stepped into the font. Not a thing like the lakes around here, which can be warm as bath water. “Where is she this time?”


Momma’s been gone since I turned four. She travels all over the West Coast, sending us postcards. But she never mails a letter unless there’s an emergency. Sounded like something big had happened.


I swallowed.


“She need money?”


I heard Nanny working at her pack of cigarettes. Heard her strike the match (saw her face go beastly in the sputter of light), then she started smoking again.


“That’s a bad habit,” I said. “You want me to take that up? And at almost fifty cents a pack?”


“Stunts your growth,” Nanny said. “And I’ll beat you with a stick if you start smoking. You know I’m trying to quit.”


This is true. Nanny is down from two packs a day to 1.3.


“Let me hear what she says,” I said. Then I closed my eyes tight, ’cause this couldn’t be anything good.
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The Letter





Aug 25, 1972


Dear Family (that means you momma and little Winston)—


I done run aground here in Vegas.


The traveling is good but has started to sour. Seems there is no more money to be made out here in the wild, wild west. I’ve done dancing and singing and even a bit part or two. But what I need is my girls.


Yes, you 2.


The money jar, though, has run dry and there aint a red cent in it.


What do you 2 say about comming to git me?


We could be home by Winston’s birthday.


Hows the Blue Goose? Still running good? I had to sell the Lemon. I better go.


Signed,


Skye Harper (who used to be known as Judith Lee Fletcher)


PS Come git me.
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The Letter, Part Two





If Nanny knew I was reading the letter again, the fourteenth time, this time in bed with a flashlight, she would have shouted, Do you know how much batteries cost?


I don’t know, though you’d think so the way my grandmother is always quoting me prices. “Don’t you waste that cereal milk. It’s running almost a dollar a gallon.” “Eat the crust of that jelly sandwich, girl. That loaf a bread cost me thirty-seven cents.” She even knows egg prices, and we got thirteen chickens (sixty-two cents for a dozen large, white eggs—“Though anyone in her right mind knows brown eggs’re better.”).


I read the letter once more, then folded it and slid it under my pillow. I snapped off the flashlight, sighing. Again.


Bothered.


Ruffled like Denny.


Outside a late-night storm drew near. If I waited, I could go over Momma’s words when lightning struck close by. But I wouldn’t. Fourteen readings was enough. And anyway, I’d memorized the line that mattered most. What do you 2 say about comming to git me? And the other was stuck in my brain too. But what I need is my girls.


So what did we say about it?


I folded my arms underneath my head and stared at the ceiling.


Nanny hadn’t spoken a word when I’d said, “She wants to come back? Back here? To live? In this house? With us? Here? Momma? I mean Skye Harper?” No, Nanny just sucked on the cigarette and looked off over my shoulder at the TV that wasn’t even on. Maybe she wanted to watch Let’s Make a Deal, though that wouldn’t show again until tomorrow.


Now the lightning snapped and thunder crashed. Damp air blew in my room, pushing the curtains out like the skirt of an old-timey dancer.


I rolled on my side.


What do you 2 say about comming to git me? That was the last thing I wondered as I fell asleep.
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Thelma Dog





Momma wore a curtain for a skirt.


“Couldn’t get a job,” she said. Cigarette smoke filled the room. It was hot in here. Hot like an electric blanket and itchy like the blanket was wool, too.


I didn’t answer.


“I said I’d be back,” Momma said. She let out a long whine, like she was nervous or something.


When I opened my mouth, it was big enough for a train to pass through. Words tumbled out, written in half cursive, half print. “Go away,” they said.


Thunder over the house, maybe in the front room, rattled me awake.


Right next to me, there in my bed, though it wasn’t allowed, was Thelma, our pup who hasn’t been a pup in six years.


“Get off me, girl,” I said, pushing her body away. She refused to move as the sky lit up and thunder crashed in the front room again. Instead, she tried to get under the pillow. I could feel her shivering.


“You know Nanny doesn’t like you in the bed. Neither do I. You get your hair all over me when you get up here. Plus your breath stinks.”


Thelma let out a sigh of her own.


We Fletchers are a family of sighers.


“Fine,” I said, then scooted over some so Thelma could slip into the slight slump in the middle of the bed.
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Thelma Dog, Part Two





When I woke up the next morning, Thelma had near about pushed me all the way out of the bed. Plus there was a black dog hair in my mouth.


“Geez, girl,” I said. She opened an eye at my voice. One of her paws was on my shoulder, the other on my hip like she had meant to snuggle with me or something. Her nose dug in my throat. “You are a bed hog.”


Thelma gave me a doggie smile, and I couldn’t help but grin right back at her. I got me a soft place in my heart for my own dog. I picked Thelma up at a Sinclair gas station when a guy come driving up, saying he was gonna dump her off in the woods to fend for herself.


I’d left the house that day for cold RC for me and a pack of cigarettes for Nanny and come home with a dog the size of a hoagie.
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Thelma Dog, Part Three





This here girl is my best friend. Including Patty Bailey.


I never tell Patty that, but Thelma knows the truth.
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The News





Nanny was at the stove, boiling sugar water to make syrup to go on a new pan of biscuits, when I wandered into the kitchen, Thelma right beside me.


I looked at my grandmother’s back. Something wasn’t right. I could tell by the way she was hunched over the pot used only for syrup and to make herself that one cup of coffee to start her day. Yes, there was a cup right there, lipstick print on the side. Nanny gets up with the chickens. I mean it. Puts lipstick on then too. Not on the chickens. On herself.


“What’s the matter?” I said.


Thelma sat down with a thump and scratched at her collar. It’s crocheted. Pink. I made it. Same time I made thirteen doilies (not only pink, all colors), four washcloths, and the beginning of a baby blanket, though I didn’t know anyone with a baby. That’s why I quit crocheting.


“Let the dog out and we can have us some breakfast and talk.”


Thelma looked up at me the way she does when she has to go to the bathroom, her ears back a bit.


“You’re scaring me, Nanny.” I went through the Florida room, unlatched the screen door, and watched my best friend slink outside. She’d visit the chickens, I knew, check for critters, and stand at the door when she was ready to come inside.


“You know what the problem is,” Nanny said when I got back to the kitchen. She was still standing there, this time with the coffee cup in her hand.


“I don’t,” I said. It felt like a snake squeezed at my throat.


“The Blue Goose won’t make it nowhere. Hardly down to the Piggly Wiggly. We can’t go get your momma.”
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My Life





My life has no real disappointments. Nothing exciting about it either. I know what I can expect during the summers because summers are always the same, and here are the facts:


1. Popsicles, if I save up a few dimes from turning in Coke bottles then hoof it to the corner market a half mile away for a grape-juice bar and an Archie comic book.


2. Days at the beach, if I hoof it a mile and a half in the other direction. I can swim good past the first breaker. That’s one of the places I practice.


3. General Hospital and One Life to Live, Nanny propped up on the sofa right beside me, tissues within reach.


4. The library and true detective stories and romance novels, as many as I can check out.


5. Busing tables at Leon’s restaurant.


I could use a good boyfriend, but I would never tell anyone that.
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My Momma





Momma left when I was four and she was twenty-one.


Nanny says I was the cutest thing anyone ever did see and that made Momma wish all the more she was a movie star, and the next thing Nanny knew my momma had borrowed her daddy’s car (for good), the Lemon, and took off headed west, for California, and for fame.


She sent postcards all the time in the beginning, fewer the more time went on. I’ve saved them.


Hey Girlies,


Been dancing in Vegas. Thank goodness I got me them tap lessons I wanted when I was little Momma.


Or


How’s My Girls,


Done met someone who said I could be a star.


And every once in a while a letter would come like this


Maybe I will come home soon.


Nothing seems to be working my way.


Nanny and me? We have been doing fine. I missed Momma about a year when I was nothing but a baby, but since I have been a-okay. The cards make her more real, and I can imagine her the best person ever, the kind of person Nanny says she was.


Not the kind who would leave her kid.
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My Momma, Part Two





Nanny says Momma had “a pretty good self-esteem” and was “never really satisfied” being born and raised in New Smyrna Beach, Florida.


“I told her,” Nanny has said, “not to leave, and for sure not to leave her little girl with an old woman.” (Nanny is in her forties and would look younger, I bet, if she’d lay off the ciggies. All that smoking has made lines appear around her mouth. Her hair, though, is still dark as night with just three white hairs that she won’t pull out when I suggest that she do so. “They double. You pull one out, tomorrow you got two where the one was.” Instead my grandmother complains about going gray.)


When Nanny tells me stories about my mother, I kind of shrug them off. If anything, I feel sort of blah about her. I don’t think of Momma often—except when a postcard comes. Or the dreaded letter. Why should I? She’s not here.


She’s never been here.


Instead, I hide the correspondence in a shoe box under my bed and worry about what’s going on with whoever is in love on General Hospital or One Life to Live. Will I find my own leading man? Or I wonder if I can get a hundred bottles collected for five bucks so I can take me and Nanny to the drive-in and buy us hot dogs.


There’s nothing better than a drive-in hot dog.


But the biggest wonder I have is if I will swim in the 1976 Summer Olympics. My most secret goal of all.
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Momma’s Thinking





What would my momma think if she knew I was the fastest-swimming girl in all my high school (both with the backstroke and the butterfly)?


What would she think to know I timed myself (with Patty Bailey’s help) and have proven I can outswim half the boys on the team too?


What would she think if I told her I swim in her old suit, one I found at the bottom of a box of saved items my grandmother has hidden away in case her daughter waltzes herself back home?
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More of Momma’s Thinking





Does she have a poster of Mark Spitz on her wall?


Did she spend her hard-earned money on Sports Illustrated to get the latest facts on him?


Did she find a way into the school pool, long after the bona fide swimmers are gone, and it’s just her and the clock, the lanes marked with blue and white buoys, the sound of life magnified whenever she’s under the water?
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Fool





I am fooling myself.


My momma thinks nothing at all about me.


Stolen swimming time or not.
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Nanny





Nanny would kill me if she knew I broke into the school to swim.


Kill.


I swear. With her bare hands.


I know what she would say while she was doing it. You could have drowned, and been found floating, hair like a blond sheet, facedown. And how would I feel burying my only granddaughter?


Some things—like breaking and entering into the high school’s facility—are better left unsaid.
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Nanny, Again





Now Thelma whined at the back door, but I ignored her. Outside, the eaves dripped the leftover rain. Inside, everything felt damp, the way the house always does before and after a good storm.


“What do you think’s gonna happen to Momma?” I said.


Nanny didn’t say anything, just took little sips of her coffee.


I sighed, making sure I did it all quietlike. “We don’t need her here,” I said after a minute.


Outside Denny let out a crow that sounded about as breathy as my sigh. That thing is on his last leg. Really. He’s a one-legged rooster that Nanny has grown attached to and won’t kill ’cause she says he’d make a tough chicken stew, but I know it’s because she’s fond of him. She bathes him and lets him inside and everything.


Nanny came to the table, a platter of biscuits in one hand and the pot of hot syrup in the other. I smelled vanilla and maple. My stomach growled. Thelma let out a yip by the screen door.


“Go get the hash browns,” Nanny said, and I did.


“This day”—Nanny set everything out on hot pads so’s not to scar the Formica—“is the day I been waiting on.”


I swallowed a glob of spit, then filled my blue plate with biscuits, steaming and buttery. I couldn’t split them open fast enough. Piled up those extra-crispy hash browns, too.


“I miss your momma,” Nanny said, then bowed her head, just like that, so we could pray.
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Surprise 2





I felt my eyes grow wide, but I tried to keep control of them.


Nanny missed Momma.


Who’da thunk it?
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Nanny, Part Three





Nanny hasn’t cried one tear of my entire life. She doesn’t cry at our soaps—and doesn’t look at me when I do.


She didn’t shed a tear at Love Story when Ryan O’Neal’s most beloved Ali MacGraw succumbed to cancer and died in his very arms. I cried so hard that Thelma, who sat in the middle at the drive-in, howled when licking my tears away didn’t help. Nanny said, “Love means way more than saying sorry, Winston, and don’t you forget it.” Then she threw her cigarette out the window, gunned the motor, and drove away, almost tearing the speaker off the pole outside the car.


Nanny didn’t shed a tear when Neil Armstrong bounced out of the Apollo 11 capsule saying, “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” I got teary eyed at that, right there in the classroom.


She didn’t even cry when Cassius Clay won his fight against Sonny Liston years earlier. And she had five bucks on that one.


No, my grandmother is fierce as a bear and doesn’t have time for tears.
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Nanny, Part Four





Here are things Nanny does have time for:


1. Me


2. Thelma


3. Her job as head cashier and front-end manager at Leon’s Seafood Restaurant


4. Denny and the rest of the chickens


5. Watching sports


6. Reading Harlequin romances by the stack from our downtown library


7. Soaps with her best and only granddaughter
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Worries





I have to say, seeing my nana with her head down like that worried me.


“We can get there somehow,” I said. My fingers were sticky, though I used a fork to eat. “If you want. Nevada’s not so far from Florida.”


Nanny looked up at me. Outside I could hear the chickens waking, letting out soft clucks. They always make these noises that I’m pretty sure mean the day is fresh and new. They got going-to-bed sounds too. I wiped at my forehead, which had gone sweaty with Nanny’s glare.


“More’n twenty-three hundred miles,” she said.


“Really?”


Nanny nodded. “I checked over with Mr. Wilson.”


Mr. Wilson runs the two gas pumps out on the road into town proper. He laughs at everything I say and gives me chunks of sugarcane when we stop to get gas. He doesn’t mind if we can only afford thirty-two cents worth of fuel. Maybe everybody in New Smyrna Beach buys that much at a time.


Oh well. I shrugged. But I said the right thing. “It doesn’t look so far on the map in Mr. Redfoot’s class.”


“I know it,” Nanny said, and set to eating.
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Working





Nanny and I ate the rest of breakfast in silence, then I went to gather eggs.


“I got to go to work at eleven,” Nanny said. “Check the till and fold up silverware in napkins. You want to bus tables during rush for a bit of cash? Maudy called this morning to say she wouldn’t be in. Again.”


Maudy’s getting ready to marry some navy boy and misses a lot of work.


I’d wanted to stay home and read The Adventuress. Her tawny lover would tame her wild desires. Said so on the cover. I wanted to see how the green-eyed vixen got what was coming to her.


Nanny clucked her tongue at me, meaning Get on with it, girl, make a decision. She had changed into a pair of black nylon pants and a white shirt. Her hair was held back in a silver clasp, and she wore red lipstick, the only makeup she ever puts on. She doesn’t need mascara, not the way her black eyelashes curl up on that tanned skin.


“Depends,” I said, gesturing at the T-shirt-no-bra-cutoff-jeans look that is my fashion statement. Quick, like a hummingbird, came this thought: What’s Momma wearing this morning? The consideration caused me to stumble a little.


“Hurry it up,” Nanny said. She’d gathered her pocketbook and now stashed a fresh pack of cigarettes in it. Her low heels clicked on the wooden floor.


“Sorry,” I said, gathering my wits. “Can I stay in this? The apron goes to my calves, you know, so I should be okay. People wouldn’t see what I’m wearing.”


This is what I say every morning before going to work.


Nanny shrugged. “If you contain your womanhood.”


That’s what Nanny always says too.


I rolled my eyes. Big bosoms run in the family. Nanny can hardly see over hers. At least, that’s what she says. She also says I am on my way to what God gave her, whether I like it or not. At this point, I don’t care one way or the other. Unless, of course, I can’t see what’s in front of me. Or these bosoms keep me from the Olympics. I bet it’s been known to happen.


“Let’s get then,” Nanny said, so I let Thelma in, fed her, kissed her three times on the forehead, put on a bra, brushed my teeth, waved good-bye to my Mark Spitz poster, and we got.
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Nanny’s True Love





Leon’s is about the onliest place in several cities—including Orlando—with seafood so good that every US president has stopped in for a meal at least once. Richard Nixon came in with a whole bunch of people last December.


I don’t know how long ago, Nanny helped her best friend Leon Simmons start the place. A million years ago, maybe? Anyway, I think she hopes he might leave his wife, Janet Green Simmons, and partner up with Nanny for the business and for life.


“Last time I cried,” Nanny told me once, “was over Leon Simmons.”


It was a moment of weakness, the telling.


“I believe you,” I had said.


“But your granddaddy was a good man while he lasted, and he cared for me that little while. And now, with him gone, I got all that I need. You and Thelma and Denny.” She’d looked off sort of thoughtful. Had she been thinking of my momma then? And I hadn’t known it?


Granddaddy took off right after he impregnated my grandmother. But not in his car. He rode away on a Greyhound bus. Denny and Thelma weren’t alive at the time.


With all that leaving going on in my young life (and before it too), you might think me bitter or gimpy or maybe a girl with a twitchy eye. That is not the case.


Here’s how I see it. There is such a thing as one true love.


Sometimes you marry the wrong man and have the wrong kids but the right granddaughter. Later you get a best dog and a pet rooster, too.


Some people are lucky.


Like Nanny and me.
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Wishes





Sometimes . . .


Sometimes you wish the man you loved saw you past his long bangs and girlfriends and surfboard.


But that is the way life is.


Maybe some green-eyed vixens are not meant to be tamed. Even if they want taming.
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My True Love





On our way out to Leon’s, the Blue Goose sputtering like he couldn’t make it another mile but somehow enduring, I thought about my true love. Steve Simmons the First. That’s right. Leon and Janet’s only son. (He is a very close second on the love meter to Mark Spitz.)


This early afternoon, the car windows were down, even though summer was already so hot I thought I’d melt into a puddle of grease. Dang this bra! I sweated extra every place that thing cinched me.
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