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Letty Visits the Diner
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It was a myth that the Harrisons were more likely to be killed than other people—well, mostly a myth. And if it had been true, Letty Harrison probably would have thought a great compliment on her eccentric family. Letty was very proud of being a Harrison. Some might turn up their noses at them as different. And oh, people certainly want to avoid being different and, if they are lucky enough to be no different from others, they want to avoid people who have the malady of thinking for themselves. But Harrisons always walked to the beat of their own drum, and they liked doing it. They were independent thinkers about whatever was not supposed to be an independent thought at the moment. There were numerous Harrisons scattered throughout Texas and they all more or less kept in touch with each other—more with the reasonable Harrisons and less with the ones who were getting past individualistic and becoming just full of themselves. 

The myth about their being likely to have a short life span sprang from the logic that they were more trouble-prone and therefore more likely to be in any sort of haphazard situation that happens if someone is not like other people as they should be. Like the rest of America, people in the small town of Midville whispered to each other behind the backs of Letty and her sisters. Letty’s particular little Harrison family—her mother, father, and two sisters of whom she was the one in the middle—lived just outside Midville in a big white house that was very nice and that the other people in Midville had a great interest in for all they scoffed at the inhabitants. The older girls had been homeschooled when they were school age and Lamia still was as she was only fifteen. People were worried by this family choice, of course, because it was not what they had done and those who had distinct opinions on the lives of others—a bad habit often indulged in by Letty’s neighbors—thought the family might be all wrong because they homeschooled. When the truth was, they had only been homeschooled because they were Harrisons. No Harrison in their right mind would ever turn down a chance to affront the vanity of other Americans who thought themselves so perfect. If homeschooling had been commonplace, they wouldn’t have done it. 

Now that Letty and her older sister Luna were grown up they did not homeschool anymore, which made sense. But onlookers, who often adopted almost superstitiously groundless theories about everything, believed that once you were homeschooled you stayed in homeschool forever. You never stopped because it had taken place in your home.

“Not that I mind the idea of staying at home forever because I like our house and I think I probably will stay here,” Letty confided to her distant relative, Betty, at the local diner.  “But it doesn’t follow that I could never leave. That’s saying anyone who’s ever learned under a house’s roof is bound to the house by a blood tie like pricking your thumb. What about all the school kids who did homework at home? Do they think no one in the world will ever move out except delinquents who refused to do homework?”

Betty was also a Harrison, so Letty was sure she understood at least partially. Not that Harrisons never squabbled among themselves. It was impossible not to when some of them became egotistical and took to being ill-natured. But Betty had worked at the diner since Letty was a little girl, and Letty had always been pretty comfortable with her because her father seemed to like Betty. It had never occurred to her to ask about Betty’s life outside the diner, although since Betty was a Harrison it was potentially outlandish. Letty would have laughed if that were suggested. Betty was very nice and more reliable than outlandish.

“People can say the strangest things when a chain of heads all suddenly seize the same idea. Like those silly videos that go viral and no one knows why. Or kids who I personally think need way more to do with their time going to forums and coming up with new theories about whatever movie they’ve been watching. The more people start to gabble about it, the more they believe what they’re saying is true. And it’s usually just nonsense. So how have you been? Haven’t seen you around for a few months.”

Letty bit into the sandwich she had ordered. After all, there was no point going into the diner just to talk to Betty. Betty would not appreciate that. Letty should order something—so she had. 

“I’m at college now. Luna went and she’s finished now and come back home. I thought maybe I’d go where she went, to the University of Web-Spin. But then our aunt Brenda, who is a retired pop singer and very well-off and doesn’t know us well at all, took it on herself to give me a scholarship to the College of Party-On, which is where she went long ago. I don’t know why I should care where she went since my dad said she gets more unfriendly and hard to talk to every year. And it’s funny if she thinks she trying to adopt me because my parents are still alive and you can ask them how they’d feel about the idea I’m an orphan! But Aunt Brenda is very, very sure about how to run our lives. Which is funny when you realize she’s only seen us three times in the last twenty years.”

Betty’s head shot up. “Brenda? As in . . . Brenda Harrison? You can’t be serious. I thought it was some other aunt of yours.”

Letty looked puzzled. “All our other aunts mind their own business. Why is this weird? I mean, weirder than I know about?”

Betty nodded slowly as if a camera had sped her up and then replayed her at half speed. It was a funny sight. “Maybe. See, Brenda Harrison is my mother. My mother made you go to a college? I didn’t even know. Of course, I haven’t seen her in about eight years.”

Letty’s jaw dropped. “Betty, your mother is Brenda Harrison? Our Aunt Brenda? She’s not really our aunt. She’s dad’s cousin, but we call her “Aunt” because we don’t know what else to call her. Being famous is where she got some of her ways, Dad says.”

Betty poured some lemonade. “Your dad is correct. Yes, I went out to live on my own. Being on TV wasn’t my thing. I guess I should have been keeping up with my mother a little better. Seems she’s been more active than I’d like.”

“More active than a lot of people would like,” Letty agreed. “Not that I hate college. But Aunt Brenda’s so strong-willed and maybe I’m too stubborn myself not to want my own way. Once she tells me to do it, I don’t like it as much anymore. I’m just blending in there at college, drifting along from day to day. But if that was what she wanted, she got it.”

She hugged Betty goodbye and left, the door swinging behind her with a creak. Betty remained very thoughtful. She had not worked in this diner all her life—she had been in Hollywood as a child and worked in numerous commercials while her mother pursued a singing career. Betty also had three younger half-sisters who were products of her mother’s later marriages. Her father divorced Brenda when Betty was about four.

Brenda had been rather famous at one time, with several songs that became staples on the radio. While she had her group of detractors, being quite as eccentric as most Harrisons and even more full of herself than usual, very few people knew she was related to Letty’s family. In fact, Letty’s father Joe was her first cousin. His girls had met her occasionally at a few Christmases—always sporadic—and Aunt Brenda always offered to take at least one of the girls on a cruise eventually. Everyone had assumed it would come to nothing, which was why they were shocked when she emerged from nowhere and took such an interest in Letty’s education. Why Letty and not the other two was still a bit of a mystery, but Aunt Brenda was a very dictatorial woman and perhaps thought Letty had a moldable personality. In which she was quite mistaken. 

Aunt Brenda’s three younger daughters had remained in the pop music sphere with her, but Betty had walked out about eight years ago. She had never regretted leaving, though now with maturity behind her she wished the parting had been less messy. Her mother was made angry by Betty’s rebellion, as she thought of it, and the two had not spoken since that time. So, it was a shock for Betty when shortly after Letty departed, her cell phone rang, bearing her mother’s name. She picked up the phone and soon wished she hadn’t. But by then, of course, it was too late.

“Whoa, whoa, hold it,” Betty said, trying to get a word in edgewise. “To what do I owe this pleasure? You haven’t called me in almost a decade, you know.”

“Now come on Betty, dear, let’s put aside our differences. We’ve been through a lot together,” said Brenda. Her voice was crackly and patronizing, but she sounded a bit tense. “I’ve gotten married!”

Betty, who had been watching a shadow move outside the drive-through, jerked back. “What? Again? Oh, Mother, I wish you’d stop doing that. You’ve been married three times, and I’ve never been to any of your weddings. And don’t say I couldn’t have come to your first one because I wasn’t born yet. I know that. It’s just the principle of the thing.”

She watched the shadow with continued vigilant interest. Whether or not Betty could participate in pop culture, she was the ideal person to work in a restaurant. She had a sharp eye for details, a photographic memory, and a strong ability to size up people. And evidently, she found the window very interesting.

“Now Betty, don’t be so cruel!” her mother complained loudly. “I couldn’t help any of this happening. It all went by so fast. But he’s the most wonderful man. He’s just truly remarkable—”

“Well, I’m happy for you, Mom,” said Betty, rising in preoccupation. “Now I’ve got to get off. I think there’s someone outside.”

“Oh, never mind that,” crackled Brenda. “I’m not finished yet. Sit down, Betty.” 

With a sigh, Betty did so. Brenda continued eagerly. 

“When Ral and I were getting married, this wonderful new producer—he’s a big friend of Ral’s you see, and he’s such a sweet man, with such sweet eyes. And funny. Goodness, he’s a scream. Well, he saw all my girls at the wedding, and he thought we’d be great in a show he’s planning. It’s one of those reality TV shows. Do know about them? You watch people do things in their own houses. It’s a bit strange to me, but it does seem a wonderful idea. So, there’s going to be a show about all of us. We’ll live together at my house for the show. And the idea is that the girls will be coming to visit me, a sort of family reunion. And there’ll be a lot about how I rose to be on television and what that’s done for your careers, and so forth. It will be called “Harrison Belles,” working in some of that bathing beauty sort of charm. All that sort of thing is coming back in with the younger crowd.”

“Super,” said Betty laconically. “Well, I’m sure you’re happy to be working again.”

“No, you don’t understand, Betty!” said her mother in a frustrated squeak. “They want you—I want you—to do the show too.”

“What?” queried Betty, in disbelief.

“Now I know we’ve grown apart, but this is very important to me. And I really want to get all the family together again. We’re so scattered now. Can’t you come back?”

Betty felt a little embarrassed. “Mom, can’t we get back together without the scrutiny of the entire United States?” After a pause, she added flatly. “This is being recorded, isn’t it?”

“Don’t be silly Betty,” said Brenda, sharply. “Whatever makes you think that?”

“There’s a camera outside my window, that’s what makes me think it,” Betty retorted, in exactly the tone she might use to a teenager trying to eat and run. “Now you take me off that recording.”

There was a crackle that sounded like laughter, and an offensive whistle of feedback into the phone. She observed that the shadow of the long mike was now gone from the drive-through. She picked up the phone again as an unfamiliar male voice greeted her ears.

“You are one smart cookie,” said this oily newcomer. “Quite a bit of drama you and your mother have, don’t you? You sure hold your own though. You’re a tiger.”

“And you are?” queried Betty. 

The man laughed. “I’m Jim Flim, director of your mother’s show. And don’t say you refuse, because you’re already on it. And you’re wonderful.”

“How did you get Mom off the phone?” Betty asked in amusement. “Nobody can.”

“Why she willingly gave it to me,” said gleeful Mr. Flim. “You certainly have all the Harrison spirit, dear lady. May I call you Betty? We’ll leave you to work now. But we’ll be in touch, dear Betty.”

Which turned out to be true. Betty knew she must agree to do the show and she really did miss her mother and sisters. This call, however ridiculous, was the first overture from her mother in a long time and Betty didn’t want to pass it up. So, as soon as she got off work, she headed out to go pick up her daughter. Maggie could stay with Letty’s family, she decided. Betty was sure she would be safe there. Assuming Mrs. Harrison agreed to take on the responsibility, of course. Betty made plans to call on her relatives that evening. 
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In the Big White Country House
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When Letty returned to her home, which was about ten minutes outside of town, she sighed contentedly. Her father had gone to work and he wouldn’t be back for hours, which was just the way it always was. The house was rambling and looked larger than its real size. A pecan tree cast shade over a smooth green lawn with a gravel drive in the shape of a horseshoe. Behind the house were various sheds and within it were little, low-roofed rooms. But what was most important to Letty was not how the house looked, because she barely thought about it. It was that it looked as it always did. It was home. 

As she climbed up the porch steps in a leisurely way, holding the paper bag with the remains of her sandwich, she realized something else had not changed either and most likely never would. Lamia and Luna were still at odds. Lamia’s given name was Lily, but Luna had christened her “Lamia” in a fit of exasperation that Lamia forever insisted, calmly, was brought on by nothing at all. Although it had an unkind origin—implying she was lame—the name had a pretty sound and gradually everyone fell into the habit of using it and forgot what it even meant. Anyway, Lamia employed herself industriously at her studies, but that was partly because Lamia liked to stick her nose into things, books included. When not studying she was equally industrious about finding out all sorts of random secrets and arguing with Luna, the oldest sister.

Luna had an idea she was quite a people person, but she never understood a word Lamia said to her. So as far as Lamia was concerned, Luna’s self-proclaimed skills with people had been proven false on so many occasions that it was honestly annoying she still kept it up. But Luna would never be swayed from her belief that she was a benevolent influence on the rest of the family. When Lamia wasn’t poking around—and however calm their house supposedly appeared, she always managed to find something that had been overlooked—she was listening while Luna corrected her. Listening, most of the time, with a frustrated look on her face that Luna blissfully ignored. 

“What the heck is that?” Letty asked. She pointed to the pecan tree as Lamia came out the front door to greet her. Behind the pecan tree what looked like someone’s legs were lying on the ground. 

Lamia was glad to see her. Letty knew this because her sister smiled slightly and bobbed a little on her feet. Other people, not knowing Lamia as well, might have wondered if her shoes were uncomfortable. 

“Oh. That is a boy,” said Lamia. “I don’t know who he is or what he is doing here. But after I studied for the day, I went out to the swing in the tree and I saw him lying there. His head was bleeding.”

Letty, who had been only partly listening, looked startled. “Bleeding? You don’t mean it.”

Lamia’s face was slightly impassive. “I definitely do. Want to see it? I put a bandage on his head, but the bandage is soaked so you can still see blood. I think he hit his head on the faucet, probably because he tripped over the hose that is attached to the faucet. Dad is watering the flowers around the tree again.”

“It has been hot recently. They need water,” Letty agreed. She glanced tentatively at the rather distant legs lying on the ground. They were encased in brown pants that looked like they had been used for painting and were stained with white streaks. “So, this boy who hit his head—you think he did, anyway. What is he doing here? Painting?”

“I don’t know,” Lamia said, firmly. “Dad would have told us if he sent someone to paint the house. You know how paranoid Luna gets if a package is left for us on our porch. She goes off like a siren, which is maybe why we don’t need a watchdog.”

It was funny that Luna thought Lamia was such a quiet person when actually she was very assertive!

Luna came to the door. “Lamia, what are you saying? I don’t think it’s well-expressed.”

Lamia folded her arms. “You’d think so even less if you knew what I had been saying. Next time listen, why don’t you?”

Luna sucked in her breath with a look of long-suffering wisdom. “Lamia, if you are going to talk, please speak more slowly and make more sense. You can have the strangest mannerisms and spending so much time with just us has made you too odd, I think! I know our family has a crazy strain in it, but I try to steady the ship in the other direction as much as I can.”

“So appreciated,” Lamia sniffed. She sounded like a smoke detector emitting a beep. 

Letty laughed. But there was still the matter of the boy who had fainted in the yard. She was sure it would all have a harmless resolution, but they should find out where he had come from and get him back there. 

“Hey, Lamia I went to the diner. Want the rest of my sandwich? I saved half of it for you. I tore it off without biting into it.”

Lamia did not mind at all. She loved ham and cheese sandwiches. 

Once Luna was told there was a boy unconscious in the yard, she panicked. Not that she did much of anything except walk around in a worried spiral on the living room rug, which was circular like her movements. 

“Oh no! This is terrible. It’s inconvenient and embarrassing. What will our parents do about it—what will we do about it? Leave it to me, leave it to me. Neither of you will have a good idea at all, especially Lamia, and Letty has always got fluff on her mind so she will also be no use too. It’s up to me. It’s up to me,” she ranted. 

The other two watched her in silence. 

Luna ceased her pacing and faced them. Her hands went up in a gesture of defiance. “Just stay calm. I know the first impulse is panic, but let’s not be impulsive. Stay calm!” 

“We are calm,” Lamia mumbled, between mouthfuls of the sandwich. 

“He’s also calm,” Letty added. “In fact, he’s out of it altogether. That’s why it will be hard to get him out of the yard. I suppose we’ll have to drag him.”

Luna’s eyes widened and her brows contracted at the same time. “Letty. That is just plain wrong. It’s completely rude to him. We must not drag him.”

“Then how are we supposed to get him out?” Letty retorted. 

“Let’s wake him up,” Lamia suggested.

Luna, still certain the fate of the proper way of handling this rested on her shoulders, didn’t hear what Lamia said. But Lamia was already out the door and squirting hose water into a plastic pail. The next thing Letty knew, the water had been thrown in the boy’s face. When that didn’t work, Lamia began to tap him gently on the back with a piece of brick. Soon the boy was sitting up groggily. He was almost as embarrassed and useless when awake as when he had been unconscious and stammered I came with the plumber and what happened, I can’t remember. Then he staggered awkwardly to his feet and ran away to the trees at the edge of the road. A minute later a cloud of dust rose as he drove off. 

“Huh,” said Lamia, letting the bucket droop. Water dripped onto the grass. “I guess he had a car or pickup parked there. I couldn’t see because of the trees. I had only just found him when you came back, Letty.”

Luna had come out to supervise. After all, if she was coming up with the plan for dealing with the boy, she should be there when he disappeared, right? But all she did was step in a puddle of water from Lamia’s plastic pail. 

“Ah!” she shrieked. “Lamia, stop pouring water on the ground. It’s getting all over my feet and weeds will grow. The water is only for the flowers. It’s so foolish . . . so foolish!”

Lamia’s brows furrowed and she shoved the pail at Luna, who looked aghast. “Oh, can it, Blondie. Or maybe I should say bucket it.”

“Or pail it, but that just sounds stupid,” Letty added.

Luna ignored the pail in her hands, alarmed though she supposedly was by water dripping from a pail, because she was outraged at being called “Blondie.” She had blonde hair, unlike the other two. And Lamia had found, in
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