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MY GRANDMOTHER, MARGIE GARBER,
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AND MY MOTHER, KARINE LEARY,
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M*A*S*H


Our living room


is cozied up with laughter.


Great Gran Eula smiles at the colonel


and sips her iced tea.


Grandma Margie snickers at Radar


over her knitting.


Mom laughs at Hot Lips


and doesn’t finish paying the bills.


I laugh so hard at Hawkeye


my beanbag chair


squishes under me.


We finally stop laughing


during the commercial,


and Grandma Margie says,


“I found a lump


in my breast.”


What They Know


“A lump?” I ask.


“On my left side.”


“I’m sure it’s nothing,” says Gran Eula.


“Probably just fluid,” says Mom.


“Certainly benign,” says Gran Eula.


“We’ll see,” says Grandma Margie.


“I made a doctor’s appointment.”


All I’m thinking is,


I don’t want to see or know


anything


about lumps


in Grandma Margie.


Breaking the Silence


“You didn’t say


how school went today, Kay,” Mom says.


“Fine,” I mumble.


“Anything happen?” Grandma Margie asks.


“Not really,” I say.


“What did you learn?” asks Gran Eula.


All that comes to mind is


Mr. Ball


spraying his air freshener


in English class,


trying to cover up his cigarette smoke


left over from break.


Tssssssssss,


till a cloud hovered


over us.


Smelled like


we were


in a flower field on fire.


“Most singular verb forms end in s,”


he chanted,


his big hair


cutting a passage through the room.


“Singular verb forms end in s,”


I finally answer.


“That they do,” says Gran Eula.


Other Stuff


“Deb, Sheray, David, and I


are doing a science project


together,” I add.


“Working as a team


is always fun,” says Grandma Margie.


“Just don’t let those three


leave you with all the work, sugarplum.”


Gran Eula clinks her ice cubes


against her glass.


“Kay knows better than that,” says Mom.


I squirm down in my beanbag chair,


remembering how I did do that


on last year’s project.


I was the one who pinned


all those dead butterflies


to the cardboard


after I caught them


and killed them.


“No, we’ll share the work,” I say.


“I hope so.” Gran Eula gives me


the eye.


What to Do


“Maybe we should discuss the lump,” Mom says.


M*A*S*H comes back on.


None of us watch.


“Now, Karine,” says Gran Eula,


“no need for that tonight.”


“But—,” says Mom.


“Karine.”


Grandma Margie and I watch those two


go back and forth.


“But—,”


“Sh. Sh.”


“Fine.” Mom slaps the checkbook down.


“Fine my daughter will be,” says Gran Eula.


Good Night


We missed the ending


of the show.


Grandma Margie clicks off the TV.


“Good night,” says Gran Eula.


She carries her glass to the kitchen.


“Good night,” says Mom,


leaving the pile of bills on the table.


“Good night,” I tell Grandma Margie


even though it isn’t one.


“Good night, Kay.”


I look back.


Grandma Margie stays in her chair,


yarn between her fingers,


staring at her reflection


on the blank TV


Bottles and Beauty


We brush our hair.


Natural pig bristles.


Brush our teeth.


Baking soda included.


Floss.


Waxed and minty.


Glop on cold cream.


Thick and white.


Rinse.


Tingly fresh.


Cake on mango masks.


Pink and gritty.


Smear on aloe lotion.


Smooth and soft.


Spray on flower scents.


Sweet and light.


All the stuff we do,


all the stuff we use,


to be healthy and beautiful


doesn’t stop a lump


from growing,


I guess.


The Drawer


I open the bathroom drawer


to slip my brush in.


My fingers graze


their three brushes.


I pick up Grandma Margie’s


and hold it close to my chest.


Her hair spray,


caught in the bristles,


smells clean.


Not like Gran Eula’s,


whose smells chemically


and is tacky stiff.


One strand


of Grandma Margie’s hair


tickles my cheek.


It matches my hair color


exactly.


I pull it from the brush


and pray,


“God, please make the lump


go away.”


I lace the hair back into the bristles


and set the brush down gently


next to the others.


“Please, God.”


I shut the drawer.


“Make it go away.”


The Phone


I get the phone


and take it


to my bedroom.


I want to call Deb.


And tell her what?


My grandma has a lump?


How gross is that?


She’d say, “Where?”


And I’d have to say, “In her breast.”


Or could I say “chest”?


Is that too lame?


Then she’d be thinking


about my grandma’s breasts.


Then maybe mine next.


And what is that about?


Because there’s no lump in mine.


That’s for sure.


So forget it.


I put the phone back in the kitchen.


For-get-it.


2:00 A.M.


Grandma Margie stands at my door


in her robe and curlers,


looking at me in bed.


I fake sleep


till she walks away,


because I don’t know what to say.


I can only pray.


We’ve Lost


Great-Grandfather


before I was born,


Grandpa


when I was five,


and Dad left


when I was six.


We can’t


lose Grandma Margie


next.


Comfort


It is so cold


with the air-conditioning


turned down to sixty degrees.


Gran Eula always says,


“It’s the only way


to sleep comfortably.”


I slip outside onto the front porch.


The night air


is sweet and thick from mango blossoms.


The heat burrows through my skin


until I lean against our cool concrete house.


A warm breeze rustles the palm fronds,


then slips by my cheek


like a deep sigh.


And I am finally


able to sigh back.


Inside


I climb under my covers.


The warm air


still clings to my skin.


I fall asleep


smelling


mangoes.


Fine


I shift my backpack


so it stops


cutting


into my shoulder.


I’m walking out the door


into the steamy sunshine,


and Mom asks,


“You all right, hon?”


I don’t answer.


“Kay?”


“Yeah,” I say,


not meaning it.


“I’m fine.”


For some dumb reason


I have to blink fast


to get rid of some stupid tears.


I’ve never been good at


saying how I feel


or showing I need anyone,


least of all Mom.


She’s so perfect


she never even cries.


“I’m totally fine.”


I swallow


and walk away


like I’m supposed to.


It Seems Like


Mom was the same


back when Dad was around.


Maybe she was too perfect


for him


to stay


around


us.


One Thing I Remember


Whenever Dad came home from work,


Mom always said,


“Put your shoes on the rack.”


And he never did.


So I would


before she


could tell him again.


Mom needs everything around her


just right.


Even a row of shoes.


So,


Dad’s shoes were right there


on the shelf


the day


he took them


and left.


Right where Mom told him


to put them.


Right where I put them.


Right there for him


to find them


and walk away


from her row


of shoes.


Work


A pebble skitters


off my shoe.


I shrug my backpack higher.


Gran Eula always says,


“Going to school


is your work for now, sugarplum.”


It sure is work.


It’s so big to her


because she only got


to the sixth grade.


She likes to remind me,


“We each have to contribute.”


But what does my schooling


add to our home?


No one ever tells me that.


I yank a cherry from the neighbor’s hedge


and chew off the sour flesh.


Thp.


The white seed bounces,


then sticks to the sidewalk.


I don’t love school


like Mom loves accounting.


She loves working from home


on her computer.


And Grandma Margie loved working


as a seamstress


until she retired.


Once Gran Eula married,


she never worked


outside her home again.


“Always thought I had enough


good hard work to do in it.”


That makes Mom humph


and Grandma Margie say, “Now, now.”


With Mom’s paycheck,


Grandma Margie’s retirement money,


and us living in Gran Eula’s house,


we make our bills.


My schoolwork


isn’t near as fun


as the stuff they get to do.


I don’t know what I’ll work at


when I grow up,


but I want to make


a lot of money


so I can maybe


live alone.


Sometimes


that


sounds


nice.


Mosquitoes


“Come on, bus.”


The younger kids and I


are sweating


and smacking


mosquitoes.


“Ouch!”


The horde moves in a gray cloud


from one of us


to the next.


None of us can stand still,


or we’ll be covered.


“Man!”


Slap, smack, slap.


“Come already,” a little kid whines.


“Hurry,” I say.


We beg the bus to come


around the corner


before there’s nothing


of us left


to pick up.


The Bus


Rock,


bump,


creak,


hisssss.


The cool bus window


feels good


against my hot forehead.


I only move to scratch


my mosquito bites.


Everyone’s pretty quiet


so early in the morning.


“Hi, Kay,” is all Deb and Sheray say


as they slip into their usual seat


behind me.


“Hey,” I say back


without lifting my head.


David


sits in the back today.


Every morning I pray


that he’ll sit next to me.
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