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Chapter 1: Running around naked

 


Wires and Christmas lights tangled then blinked in
plastic branches on the artificial tree while Swedish ivy plants
loafed in the window giving oxygen to Grandma. She sat at her
daughter's kitchen table with her little bit of emphysema, her
little bit of heart problems and her whole lot of hints about her
undecorated house.

Grandma's younger eyes would have noticed the tree
leaned towards, "Sara Annie Berthy's" and nobody knew, but Grandma,
in what direction the leaning happened. And only Grandma knew who
Sara Annie Berthy was.

Her granddaughter Patty looked nothing like her
mother Joan or Grandma. Patty had blonde hair, jade green eyes and
freckles like her father.

Patty set the table while a nervous Joan cooked and
tried to be patient with Grandma's repetitious questioning on this
Sunday after Thanksgiving.

In Grandma's youth she preened her black hair and
lathered cold creams on her smooth and olive colored skin.

Grandma's interests included cooking, shopping,
family, soap operas and housework.

"Now if you really want to know if a house keeper is
clean--you look behind their toilet," Grandma said.

Consequently, regardless of how the rest of the house
looked, her children and grandchildren always had it clean behind
the toilet.

If Grandma couldn't manipulate someone into a
shopping trip she cleaned house.

"I've just knocked down and dragged out. I'm about
dead, thank you. But I don't have sense enough to fall down," she
said to anyone that might have given her a telephone call.

One of Grandma's friends amused her late husband
Isaac with her chronic habit of asking when she called.

"Are you home," Grandma's friend would ask.

"No, we're down town," Isaac wanted to answer, but he
never did. Now it might be a legitimate question, but not before
telephones were only land lines.

Her last husband Isaac was the third husband she
outlived.

"The way prices are going up on everything, Isaac,
people aren't going to have enough money to buy clothes and food,"
she had told him.

"Oh Isaac," she added, "Everyone is going to be
running around naked. And we're going to miss it."

Isaac would just smile and shake his head. She was an
easy woman to love even though she had him on a ladder in pre-dawn
hours washing the front porch windows.

"Oh no," she said, "What if the three of them are
comparing notes about me in heaven?" shortly after he died.

Since Isaac died, Grandma hasn't cooked as much and
she hasn't watched soap operas. She doesn't know how to turn on the
television set now. Maybe she never did.

Cataract eyes can't see the coal dust from the
antique furnace which collects on Joan's television set.

With a grandson on an arm assisting, she stumbled up
the stairs to go to the bathroom. She bent down, while there, and
searched behind Joan's toilet.

Grandma returned to hold her hands in her lap and
praise the Christmas decorations and Joan's clean house.

Strands of lights beamed while mildew grew on a blue
shower curtain. The curtain hung above an old stained gray
porcelain iron bath tub behind the kitchen with Joan's washer and
dryer. The washing machine's water swirled into a hose hung over
the tub edge, into the tub, then splashed out and into a drain in
the basement floor.

"Did Patty do your decorating?" Grandma asked but
decided, "Joan you are so lucky to have a daughter like her. She
helps you so much. She is so sweet. She's just prettier every time
I see her."

"Mom, when is Grandma going to get her eyes checked?"
Patty laughed, "When did you get your eyes checked last?"

"What?" Grandma said. She had complained friends had
the surgery but there was no way she was going to let a doctor poke
around on her eyes.

"Never mind," Patty replied. The wind howled
outside.

"Oh I wonder how I'll get my Christmas tree up. Maybe
I just won't have a tree this year," she said gazing around the
room, "There's nobody there but me anyway."

"Joan is there anything I can help you do?" Grandma
asked. The wrinkles on her face moved. The Christmas lights behind
her blinked but her hands remained folded on the table.

"No, mother," Joan said as she put a dish of frozen
corn in the microwave oven. She knew she would be assembling and
decorating a Christmas tree tomorrow.

"Joan, let me wash those dishes," Grandma said.

"No, Mother, you'll only get in the way. Besides I'm
going to use the dishwasher," she said while she stirred green
beans in a copper bottom pan on the white stove. Then she went to
the back room refrigerator for some margarine for the corn. Grandma
had to have margarine instead of butter because of her high blood
pressure.

"Joan, is there something I can do?" Grandma
repeated.

The tinsel on the Christmas tree behind Grandma
waved. Wind found its way in through a crack under the basement
door. It, somehow, moved Grandma. She got up from her chair, walked
over to the stove and picked up a spoon.

Grandma stirred the green beans and set the spoon
back on the stove.

"Well, I'm just in the way," Grandma announced then
sat back down.

****

 



Chapter 2: I need a permanent

 


Patty placed forks and knives on red place mats. She
tried to think of something she could say that wouldn't either
provoke or encourage Grandma.

Grandma had high blood pressure, had been frail, and
had been pampered most of her life. A certain grayness in her eyes
hinted signs of self pity.

Patty thought there must be some stories Grandma
could tell. But before Patty could find the words to inspire
Grandma to share stories from the early 1900's, Grandma used an old
over done ploy for compliments and arguments.

"I need a permanent," Grandma said, "I wish Isaac
were still here. He could drive me to get a permanent tomorrow
instead of Thursday."

Grandma, in her earlier years, would have consoled
herself telling who ever listened, "It will never be noticed on a
galloping horse," if something about her hair, fingernails or
make-up wasn't just perfect.

Her car was much bigger than a galloping horse and
also not exactly perfect--thanks to Isaac.

Grandma's '67 Country Squire wood paneled station
wagon would have had finger nail grips and tear stains if the clear
plastic hadn't covered the seats.

Grandchildren never had to go to amusement parks for
thrill rides. They could have all of that and then some while
riding with their half-blind step-grandpa Isaac.

He would hitch up their john boat by backing up (as
fast as he could,) hit the bumper, hit the ball hitch and hook it
to the trailer. The back chrome bumper swayed inwards from this
strategic maneuver.

Grandma worried about her hair. She'd gone to the
beauty shop too many years to count. She couldn't see nor be
convinced that the black dyes and permanents had burned her hair to
various shades. But she did let beauticians convince her that the
white stripe on her forehead on the left side was unique, and she
should let it shine. She wore it this way for many years.

"I'm going to get a good permanent Thursday," Grandma
said.

Nobody commented.

Thin brown hair covered a bald spot on the somewhat
black hair. Grandma always thought she needed a new permanent then
got too many.

Instead of arguing (resistance is futile) the
beautician would listen to the daughter.

"Go ahead and give her one."

And while Grandma worried about her former husbands
comparing notes on her, she flirted and planned her fourth. He was
a younger man (78 years old) who lived across the street.

"Are Jerry and Alice still separated?" Patty
asked.

Her cousin, an alcoholic, with four children had
beaten his wife. Alice had packed up the kids and went to stay with
her mother.

Joan shook her head as a sign to not talk about it
because of Grandma. She didn't know about this and only by accident
would she find out.

Grandma's wrinkled liver spotted hand moved from the
table to her frizzed hair. She patted the hair, stiff with
hairspray, just before the hand left and raced into
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