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	I used to have a view of Bomber Lake, with mallards and everything, right here in beautiful Edmonds, Washington.

	But then one fine day it up and disappeared. The view I mean, not Edmonds and not the lake. Edmonds is still there, as gorgeous as ever, and I’m pretty sure the lake is still there, blue and shimmering in the sun, ringed with low brush and cattails. There are even a few trees, willows and maples mostly. It isn’t much of a lake. It’s more of a large duck pond, really, but I liked to look at it.

	My eyes are fine. Well, they’re good enough for a man in his eighties. It’s just that I can’t see the lake from my new window.

	It’s a fine window. It’s tinted, of course, and it goes without saying that it’s double paned. It’s wide and tall and clean, usually, and it’s in a swell room, but I can’t see the lake from here, and the attendants over here in the extended-care facility won’t let me go outside to look at it.

	They say I might wander off, but I’d have to be crazy to wander away from a splendid place like this, and I’m not crazy. Sedated, but not crazy.

	I’d like to look at the lake and watch the ducks.

	I’d like to feed the ducks, too, but the attendants won’t let me do that either. They say it’s bad for them. The ducks, that is.

	It wasn’t before, but now it is. Thanks to some smartass bastard in a white lab coat somewhere. Pardon my French. But it’s true. According to the busybodies in white, it hurts the ducks’ self-reliance.

	I’ve never seen a duck, mallard or otherwise, self-reliant or not, turn down a cracker. No, not once. Not ever. They’re always hungry, and they aren’t about to forget how to take care of themselves because of a few crackers. They aren’t that dumb. They aren’t like people.

	I miss Sauvie’s Lake more, though. I used to live a quick walk away from Sauvie’s Lake. It was larger and prettier than Bomber Lake. Sauvie’s Lake was on the edge of a golf course, and that helped—lots of fir trees and huge weeping willows and rhododendrons by the score. It had more ducks, too, and it had rabbits and a few geese. The geese weren’t the white ones, either, but the other kind. Energetic. Arrogant. No wonder it’s called goose-stepping. They crapped all over the place. Not much of a stink, though.

	It’s not just the lake. I miss feeding the ducks over there more, too, the ducks on Sauvie’s Lake. They loved crackers. But never mind. Sauvie’s Lake is ancient history. Dreadful sorry, Clementine. No little sister in sight. Sure as hell, the lake over here will never qualify as anybody’s little sister, let alone Clementine’s.

	This lake, Bomber Lake, the one I can’t see from my beautiful tinted, double-paned window, is north of Seattle, Washington, and east of downtown Edmonds, between the Pacific Highway and the I-5 Freeway.

	Bomber Lake is called that for a reason. Back in 1943, a B-17 developed engine trouble after departing from Boeing Field. They tried to put down in what was an empty field back then. They ended up crashing in the lake. Sort of half in and half out of it. The whole crew died. Some were killed on impact, some drowned, but most were burned to death in the fire. They’d had full fuel tanks.

	It was an omen, but nobody was paying any attention.

	But about the lake itself and about my view of it.

	Well, it disappeared.

	Yes, sir, that’s what happened. One fine day my view of the lake was there, and the next fine day it was gone. All of our days here are fine days.

	They tell me it disappeared because they had to move me out of my old apartment, the one Betty and I had shared. It had a huge picture window and its own balcony and a view of the lake.

	Betty was my wife, my better half, the only half that ever counted. She was a beautiful person, inside and out. Smart. A damn good lawyer. And she’d been too damn brave for her own damn good . . . or for mine.

	Anyway, they moved me into this dandy room. It’s smaller than my apartment, and it smells like hospital disinfectant, but it’s comfy and spacious. Big enough for the likes of me.

	I go to bed early, sleep in late, and take a lot of pills and a lot of naps during the day. What would I do with a bigger room? What would I do with a view of the lake?

	They say I did something bad, and because I did, they have to keep me in here until the police can figure out what to do with me.

	William—he’s my eldest—agrees with them. Betty wouldn’t have. If she were alive. I tried to tell William what happened, but he wouldn’t listen.

	I can tell them what they ought to do. They ought to let me go back to my apartment over in the Tower, but they won’t do that.

	I liked that apartment, even though they never did fix the balcony railing like they promised they would, even after it had become my apartment and was no longer our apartment.

	So now each and every morning, I wake up to no view, and each and every morning, I ask the attendants where the view went, and each and every morning, they tell me that they had to move me into a locked room with bars on the window.

	And each and every morning, first thing bright and early, they tell me that the pills they’re giving me will help with my confusion and agitation.

	The pills don’t help. They can’t. But these days I cooperate and swallow the pills anyway. It’s easier than the alternative. The attendants are nurses and orderlies, and they always come in twos or threes, just in case I decide to refuse, just in case I’ve forgotten about the alternative.

	I’ve told William about the alternative, but he refuses to believe me. He tells me that I’m confused. He tells me that I’m overwrought. I tell him that he’s a spineless little shit.

	The nurses and orderlies tell me what a nice man I am, but I know they don’t believe it.

	They bring in my morning pills, and I take them, and the attendants say things like, “Oh, Mr. Pamir, you’re being such a good boy today.”

	I thank them and tell them what nice people they are, but they know I don’t believe it.

	I say things like, “It’s nice of you to give me such pretty pills. They make me feel warm and cozy.”

	Everybody thanks everybody for being nice, but none of us means a word of it.

	I tell them it’s nice to be nice.

	They agree and then one of them brings in my breakfast. There is only a stainless steel spoon on the tray. Someone has filed the spoon’s edges until they’re round and smooth.

	I wonder aloud where Serena Mae Jenkins has gotten to. Is she off doing wellness checks? Is she on duty in the dining room? The nurses and the orderlies exchange sideways looks and tell me she won’t be coming by today.

	“No, not today, Mr. Pamir,” one of them says.

	I tell them that it’s too bad about Serena Mae. I tell them that I hope she’s all right and that she’ll stop by tomorrow.

	They tell me that she’s very busy.

	Well, then, what about Otis Leland? Is he very busy, too? Will he be coming by for a chat?

	Yes, he’s very busy, too. No, he won’t be coming by.

	“Oh, that’s too bad,” I say to them.

	And then it’s time for me to eat my hearty and healthful breakfast. Today it’s old-fashioned lumberjack oatmeal, orange juice, and stewed prunes. I’m careful to eat every bite and to drink every drop. It’s easier than the alternative.

	It’s the same routine every morning. The menu changes, but the routine doesn’t, and I never tell them that I know damn good and well they’re lying through their fucking teeth.

	Like I said, I miss my view of the lake. I miss the view that disappeared, but most of all, I miss Betty.
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Welcome to the Terezin Tower Senior Estates

	 

	Three years ago, Betty and I made the mistake of selling our house and moving into a cozy little apartment in this magnificent establishment. We didn’t move into the extended care facility, but into the establishment of which it is an integral and compassionate part.

	That establishment is the Terezin Tower Senior Estates. It’s in Edmonds, Washington, a suburb north of Seattle, and it’s right next to a lake, picturesque Bomber Lake.

	Our old house was close to another lake, Sauvie’s Lake, and I guess, bottom line, that’s why, when the time came, Betty and I chose this place. We did it because of Bomber Lake.

	God knows it wasn’t because of the architecture. The Tower is an example of the concrete high-rise at its most pretentious and cost-effective, circa the 1970s. Nor was it because of the decor. The apartments and public areas feature Danish modern at its least expensive and most disposable, circa the latest furniture clearance sale.

	Olympic Community Enterprises, Inc., owns the place. They’re good corporate citizens, generous and scrupulous, and we do have just about everything. The Tower features an elegant dining room, a modern recreation center, and a state-of-the-art infirmary. We also have an up-to-date pharmacy, a friendly physical therapy outfit, a considerate extended care facility, a cheery and well-stocked gift shop, a compassionate hospice wing, and convenient in-home hospice services. Yes, sir, we have everything a geriatric could ever want or need.

	We are, however, lacking a couple of things on-site. We lack both a mortuary and a mausoleum. Nope, no mausoleum. We are, sadly, without our very own formaldehyde hotel.

	I have my hopes, though.

	Down by the lake would be the perfect spot for a garden of remembrance, complete with a couple of freestanding columbaria. We could even call the place Wings of Eternal Peace, to play off the bomber theme.

	Betty and I have our own spacious apartment, and our apartment has a view of Bomber Lake. She has room for her sewing and quilting, and I have room for my model trains. We have our own electric water heater and our own balcony. The railing is a smidge loose and the maintenance people have strung yellow caution tape back and forth across it, but we can still use the balcony if we’re careful. I don’t think OSHA would approve, but I’m not telling and neither is anybody else. We have a few pieces of plastic patio furniture out there, nothing fancy, but sturdy enough.

	I like to go out onto the balcony when the weather’s warm, plop myself down with a cold one, and watch the twilight deepen into night.

	The only downside is that the balcony is over the extension that houses the Tower’s kitchen, scullery, and dining room. The air-conditioner noise and the stench of hot grease and over-fried, pre-frozen hamburger can get to be a bit much, especially on hot afternoons.

	Our apartment has its own kitchen. It’s a nice one, too. It has lots of stainless steel and a Euro-style refrigerator and stove. Maybe I ought to go completely Euro and call our stove a cooker.

	Euro-style. It means small.

	You couldn’t cook a turkey in that oven of ours any more than you could park a regular-size sedan in our spacious Euro-style parking space down in the basement next to the loading dock.

	The loading dock is where the ambulances pull in to pick up the ones who quit breathing during the night.

	Betty likes to bake in our oven, though. Brownies mostly. She likes to add her own special, not-so-secret ingredient. And cookies. Small stuff. Now and then a pie. Cakes when she’s in the mood, but brownies are her mainstay. From scratch. No mixes allowed.

	The nights around here are the worst, but mealtimes are bad, too. Breakfast on Monday morning can be downright grim. Both brothers—Jacob and Wilhelm.

	Not too long ago, we had a three-ambulance Monday. As usual, the dining room opened at 6:30 a.m. The first one to go went at 6:47 a.m., the second at 7:53 a.m., and the third at 8:47 a.m. Management closed the dining room at 9:04 a.m., a whole hour early, but they didn’t fire the cook.

	I would have fired the cook, but they decided the food couldn’t have had anything to do with it. Their attitude was, “Old people die. Get used to it.” Maybe the formerly animated had gotten overexcited about the world-famous gourmet breakfast they were about to enjoy and it had been too much for them. Maybe it was their anticipation of all those crispy carrot sticks and fluffy Belgian waffles, all those bowls of lukewarm hearty oatmeal and glasses of invigorating prune juice.

	Personally, I thought it was their repressed excitement over an impending outing to the Marina Beach Park over in Edmonds, right down on the shores of sparkling and picturesque Puget Sound, the crown jewel of the Evergreen State, the glittering blue sapphire of the Emerald City.

	Yes, indeed, our lovely local major body of water is the unparalleled pride of the Pacific Northwest, an inspiring vista to behold.

	Outings to the frolicsome shores of Puget Sound are an absolute delight, and most of us were looking forward to yet another such excursion. In fact, we did so with racing hearts, bulging intracranial blood vessels, and our pacemakers fully charged.

	~ * ~

	Betty and I don’t use our kitchen much.

	Despite the dining room’s not-so-stellar reputation among the residents, and the annoying squeal of feedback caused by people testing their hearing aids, Betty and I take most of our meals in the dining room. We’re getting on in years, and neither of us likes to cook much anymore, apart from brownies, and we’ve both had good lives, long lives, so what the hell.

	The Terezin Tower Senior Estates’ lovely and elegant dining room is no blue-collar cafeteria, either. No, sir. Why, they bring the food right to your table. It’s served exactly the same way they serve it in one of those fancy blue-ribbon restaurants in downtown Seattle. Only here you go through the line, pick out what you want, and then they bring it over to you. Right away.

	When they get around to it. If they get around to it. If they can find you in that sea of tables and bald heads and blue hair and chatter. If you haven’t already taken a one-way ride down to the loading dock by the time they’ve put away their smartphones and finished their diet cokes.

	That’s what happened to good old Ralph Benson. Betty and I and Ralph and his wife, Connie, were waiting for our dinners to make the perilous journey over to our table. It was taking a long time, too. Ralph had complained about it the evening before, so we naturally thought that this evening they’d arrive in less than an hour.

	We were wrong.

	Ralph had been in the hospital recently. He didn’t say for what, and I didn’t ask. He’d come out looking as though they ought to have sent him straight to a mortuary instead of sending him home.

	Yesterday he’d looked a little better, and this evening he looked well enough for me to joke about it.

	“You’re looking a little more human,” I said. “Planning to stick around a while?”

	“Gonna give it a try,” he said. He didn’t sound terribly optimistic.

	He was smiling, all right, but as they say in the bestsellers, his eyes weren’t. He looked as though he was hooked up to a cardiac monitor, staring at it obsessively, and expecting it to flatline at any moment.

	Who could blame him? At our ages heart monitors have a way of doing that.

	“Good man,” I said. “You know what they say, don’t you?”

	“No, what do they say?” Ralph asked.

	“The worst day on top of the grass is better than the best day below it.”

	His wife glared at me.

	My wife glared at me.

	He thought about it for a while and then grinned. “Amen,” he said. “Although, I do often wonder.”

	“Where are our dinners?” his wife asked.

	“They’ll show up,” Betty said.

	“Before breakfast time?” Ralph asked.

	His wife guided the conversation onto other topics, and Betty made sure it didn’t drift back.

	I was, I was sure, going to catch hell as soon as we were alone. How could I be so insensitive? Didn’t I know how sick he’d been? Didn’t I realize that Connie had been beside herself with worry? And so on.

	Two could play that game.

	Didn’t she realize how frightened Ralph had been? Didn’t she understand how much he needed to turn his terror into a joke? Couldn’t she comprehend how fragile he was and how restorative a little self-directed humor could be?

	In addition to the multiple layers of perfume and aftershave, of antifungal foot powder and deodorant, the place smelled as though the cook had dumped several cans of bargain-basement dog food into a pot of vinegar, thrown in a few jars of best-at-the-price sauerkraut, and put the whole mess on to simmer at a high heat until well scorched.

	That aroma could only mean that tonight’s entrée was savory Swiss steak swimming in a succulent mushroom-and-onion gravy, with garden-fresh string beans and zesty red potatoes on the side. Dessert would be home-style apple cobbler with Neapolitan ice cream or the ever-memorable chilled prune cup.

	Which was exactly what we had discovered when we’d gone through the serving line.

	Anyway, Ralph was telling us about his grandson’s hernia operation and drinking his coffee when he suddenly got a funny look on his face. I’ll never forget it.

	Actually, I’ll forget it the instant I’m dead, I suppose. Maybe I ought to say I’ll remember it for as long as I’m alive. How’s that? Or until the brain goes. They have pills for that, but, no, the pills don’t work.

	It was the sort of funny look Ralph might have gotten on his face if he’d had an accident and filled his pants.

	At any rate, he had this funny look on his face. He said, “Rosebud,” and then he went nose-down in his coffee cup.

	I’d never pegged him for having been a newspaperman, but there it was.

	Connie started screaming.

	Hands reached up to turn off hearing aids throughout the dining room.

	Serena Mae Jenkins, RN, MSW, reached our table first. She was the building’s assistant manager.

	“The poor man,” she said.

	“Don’t just stand there,” I said. “Do something!”

	She glared at me.

	“Hurry,” Betty said.

	Serena Mae tried to revive Ralph. She pounded on his chest. She blew air into his lungs. She did her best, but he was gone.

	Gone as in dead.

	Three emergency medical techs rushed in.

	They checked Ralph’s vitals and declared him dead.

	Dead as in gone.

	Connie stared at Ralph’s body. Her eyes had flown wide open, and she was visibly trembling.

	One of the techs jabbed a needle into Connie’s arm.

	She didn’t react.

	The tech pushed the plunger.

	Connie’s face went slack.

	Another one of the techs compassionately and tenderly escorted Connie up to the Tower’s state-of-the-art infirmary.

	The other two dumped Ralph onto a gurney, covered him with a sheet—for all the good that would do—and wheeled him into the freight elevator, the one with the extra-wide doors, the one that opens right onto the loading dock.

	It’s even money the ambulance made it to the loading dock before Ralph did.

	Betty and I didn’t have any place else to go, so we just stayed at the table. She might have been trying to “make sense” of it all, but I didn’t bother.

	Old people die.

	Ralph had been sick and they’d most likely kicked him out of the hospital too soon. We must contain costs. End of story.

	Around us people had their heads down and were tucking into their Swiss steak. It was almost as though Ralph hadn’t died right there in front of them.

	Who was that, again?

	I’m sure I don’t remember.

	Of course, you do, dear. It’s just slipped your mind.

	Meanwhile, Ralph was on his way to his own private room in the nearest Formaldehyde Hotel, probably the Little Haven of the Golden Chimes over in downtown Edmonds.

	And from what I could tell, nobody gave a shit whether Ralph had died or not. I drank my coffee. Maybe they had a point. Would their caring bring him back? Hell no. In that case, why bother?

	The four dinners arrived at our table a quarter of an hour after they’d wheeled Ralph away.

	They were cold.

	Cold or not, Betty and I ate ours.

	It was the least we could do.

	The wait staff were doing what they could. They were delivering our food cold. As everyone knows, a hot meal is a dangerous meal, and first and foremost, the Tower is dedicated to our absolute safety.

	~ * ~

	When we had finished our dinners, we went up to our apartment and went to bed.

	Our bed is a queen. We have a pillow-top mattress and the feather pillows we’ve had since before we were married. Ditto one of the blankets.

	I didn’t drop off to sleep right away.

	Too many sirens were crisscrossing the neighborhood.

	And I couldn’t shake the senseless piss-poor quality of the food.

	The food may leave the kitchen piping hot, but it arrives at the tables cold, except for the cold stuff. That arrives at room temperature.

	Machine-made apple cobbler is bad enough, but machine-made apple cobbler that’s swimming around in a puddle of melted à la mode is the next worst thing to the coffee.

	The coffee is watered down and tastes like urn cleaner. I once dribbled some of it on a white paper napkin. After a few minutes, it had left a green ring.

	On balance, the food’s like your mother’s cousin Alice Faye: it isn’t any better than it has to be. Old joke, but it’s true. Any worse and the SPCA would have closed the joint down.

	They never would, not really, but they might give the Tower’s “management team” a good strong glaring at and then offer to help them improve their “services” to the elderly and the physically disadvantaged.

	After all, if the Terezin Tower Senior Estates closed, where would the residents go? Where could they go?

	Besides, the food could be as good as it gets anywhere on planet Earth and it still wouldn’t help much. Who can enjoy a meal sitting across from some old bastard who’s just crapped in his pants and whose wife’s idea of expressing herself is to spit her dentures into her instant mashed potatoes?

	But I suppose living here is better than chopping the rest of my foot off with a lawnmower.
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Lawnmowers and other Means of Torture

	 

	It was that damn lawnmower that landed us here.

	The lawnmower and the fact that Betty’s hips are shot and she can’t climb stairs like she used to and the fact that the doctors won’t replace her hips. They say her heart isn’t strong enough.

	Whenever the topic comes up, I like to make lame jokes about her having enough metal and plastic in her heart to build a bridge, so how in blazes can her heart not be strong enough? But in the cold light of three in the morning, I know damn good and well her heart isn’t up to it. She’s carrying around one mechanical valve and three stents.

	The doctors say her lungs are about gone, too.

	Betty is about five and half feet tall, which makes her a little shorter than I am. She weighs in at about one-forty, which makes her about forty pounds lighter than I am. She doesn’t dye her hair, so it’s gray turning to white. Mine’s gray and falling out.

	Her eyes, however, and her smile haven’t aged a bit since that first day I spotted her walking across the University of Washington campus. 1957. I was working on a BS in physics and she was finishing a MA in poli-sci. It was after earning her MA that she went on to law school.

	About her lungs, though, maybe it’s all the medical marijuana she smokes for her hips and her arthritis. Way back when, she and I both smoked cigarettes, but we gave them up as a bad bet.

	She’d had a way of lighting up that made the whole ritual into an erotic, sensual, and spiritual experience all rolled into one. Nobody could light up a cigarette like Betty. And she smoked unfiltered Camels. When I saw her take a pack of those out of her purse and light one with a Zippo, I knew right down to the tips of my curling little toes that I’d hit the jackpot of all jackpots.

	I never looked back.

	It never occurred to me to look back.

	Not once.

	Well, her hips may be her hips, and her arthritis may be her arthritis, but I think she smokes dope because she likes to get high. An unreconstructed, wannabe hippie, that’s my Betty.

	We were too old to be real hippies. We gave it a try, but it was more like playacting than the narcotics-fueled, sex-driven narcissism and antiwar politics of the core movement. It takes more to stand society on its head than folksongs, long hair, free love, and pot.

	More than anything else, Betty was a beatnik who grew up while her back was turned.

	She’s despised herself for it ever since.

	Oh well, that’s what marriage and kids and a career will do to you. One day you’re alive and the next day you’re herding a bunch of shrieking little darlings from store to store looking to score ten cents off on toilet paper and trying to think where in hell you left the diaper bag and wondering whether or not you’ll make it to work on time.

	She eats pot, too. Remember all those brownies? Guess what goes into them. Remember that secret ingredient?

	I’m not complaining, though. I’m standing right there, first in line after the baker, when they come out of the oven.

	God help us if she ever takes to baking with the right kind of poppies, not that she’s baking with the wrong kind now.

	Anyway, the doctors won’t replace her hips, and even if they would, she says that at her age she’s gone up and down enough stairs.

	Which brings me back to my foot.

	I was out in the backyard of the old house, mowing the lawn, and I was doing all right until I came to that uneven patch by the fairy wands where the raccoons cut through our backyard on their way over to Sauvie’s Lake to chow down on the ducks’ eggs . . . and on the ducklings.

	Sauvie’s Lake was and still is bigger and wilder than the lake where we are now, Bomber Lake. Bomber Lake is okay, but I miss Sauvie’s Lake.

	Sauvie’s Lake has trails, not nature walks. It has ducks, raccoons, and rabbits, not wildlife. It is surrounded by willows, oaks, maples, and firs, not by an arboretum.

	Whatever.

	If you’re a momma duck on Sauvie’s Lake, you’re doing good to start out with ten and end up with one. That’s the way it goes for most of the momma ducks most of the time. Year in and year out. If the raccoons don’t get the baby ducks, then the neighborhood dogs, or the local kids, or the golf course’s tractor-drawn mowers will. Choppity-chop-chop-choppa. Blood and feathers all over the grass and no one to say a prayer.

	The rabbits, too. In a way, they’re worse off than the ducks. The ducks have sense enough to get out of the way.

	When the tractors bear down on the rabbits, though, the rabbits freeze. Maybe their hindbrains are telling them that if they don’t move, the enormous, exhaust-belching predator with the flashing steel teeth that likes to eat grass, won’t see them and they’ll be safe. Some hopes on that score.

	Speaking of which, I was mowing that troublesome section out in my backyard. The sun was slanting down through the maples, and the air smelled like cut grass and lawnmower exhaust. It was so thick I could taste it. If there were any birds singing, I couldn’t hear them over the nasal roar of the lawnmower’s gasoline engine.

	Well, like I said, the ground was a little uneven right there, and it was a tad wet, and I slipped.

	The blood-pressure pills I was taking didn’t help much in that regard. They lowered my blood pressure okay, but they also made me dizzy now and then.

	The label said they might: “May cause dizziness.”

	And they did.

	So thanks to my wonderful pills, I stumbled, and somehow or other I managed to drag the lawnmower backwards over the top of my foot.

	Luckily, the lawnmower stalled. It never did have enough horsepower to be worth the powder and lead to blow it to hell. But before it stalled, the blade cut through my shoe and took off a fair chunk of the top of my right foot.

	You know how they always tell you that if an injury is bad enough, it doesn’t hurt? Well, if that’s true, then chopping the top off my right foot with a lawnmower couldn’t have been too bad, because it hurt like hell.

	I yelled and I swore. Meanwhile, what was left of my right foot gushed blood like a mangled garden hose gushes water. Only blood is red and water isn’t. Bone has a kind of off-white color to it.

	They also tell you that grief is like that, that at first the shock is so complete you go numb.

	That’s a load of crap.

	The pain starts right away. It starts from the instant some kid who looks like he still ought to be in high school tells you she’s dead. It starts from the instant the hope that somehow she’ll be all right collapses. It starts the moment that hope is crushed and the real world leaves you with nowhere to run.

	“No!” becomes “Thank you, doctor.”

	And then the phone calls get made and the funeral gets held and the letters get written and the apartment stays empty no matter who comes by.

	When the rote and the routine are over and done with, that’s when the true pain, the paralyzing pain comes crashing down.

	That cold paralysis endures until the grief finds its own expression.

	In my case, that expression was to dig two graves.

	~ * ~

	Back to the lawnmower and my mangled foot.

	I yelled and Betty rushed out to help me.

	Leaning on her as much as I dared, I hobbled into the house.

	She called 911.

	We elevated my foot and she wrapped a couple of towels around it.

	My blood soaked through the towels, and I said they’d be ruined, and she said she could buy more towels, and then she said that I’d probably be in the market for a new foot.

	The ambulance came.

	The attendants fussed a lot and took me to the hospital, sirens wailing.

	The ER doc fussed a lot.

	By this time, my foot started to hurt, as in hurt hurt. The pain spread most of the way up my leg, too. I imagined it felt just about the way it would have if I’d hit it with a sledgehammer.

	They shot me full of painkillers.

	Surgery followed.

	Reconstructive surgery followed that.

	Then additional rounds of reconstructive surgery followed the first reconstructive surgery.

	Physical therapy came next.

	Then more physical therapy.

	The final pronouncement was that I’d never regain the full use of my foot.

	~ * ~

	Between my foot and Betty’s hips, we couldn’t keep up with the house the way we had been, let alone the way we wanted to.

	The house started to slide into disrepair: peeling paint, shaggy grass, weeds in the flowerbeds, torn window screens, landscaping services stopping by to ask if we’d care for an estimate, the neighbors shaking their heads as they walked by. Weeds growing in one of the rain gutters.

	It was nothing serious, but it was adding up, and hiring someone reliable turned out to be the next best thing to impossible.

	Betty started to grumble about facing the facts.

	I started to grumble about her grumbling.

	She started to grumble about my willful ignorance.

	I started to grumble about her willful defeatism and about which facts she was willing to face and which ones she was willing to ignore. When, I asked her, was the last time she’d taken a cold, hard look at the inside of one of those so-called retirement communities?

	When, she asked me, was the last time I’d taken a cold, hard look at my foot or a cold, hard look at her hips?

	Our kids. Remember them? We had four: William, Bernice, Joanne, and Karl. They’re the little darlings we had to drag kicking and screaming through countless stores in order to buy their shoes, oatmeal, and school supplies; the ones we hauled to music, swimming, and dance lessons; the ones we took along on ban-the-bomb marches, impeach Nixon rallies, and end-the-war-in-Vietnam protests; the ones we loaned our cars to; the ones we didn’t make pay for the repairs when they smashed up those same cars, even though we swore we were going to and even though they swore they would. The ones we put through college and graduate school and sent to Europe. We even sent one of them to Japan for two years as part of his graduate program. Remember them?

	Well, now that it was their turn to do some of the heavy lifting, the little bastards sure as hell didn’t show any sign of wanting to pitch in. Not that any of them knew the difference between a lawnmower and the turnip trucks they’d fallen off of, not that any of them would have had any staying power. Four up, four down, and nobody left on base.

	Shit.

	We taught them to make love, not war, and they made tracks.

	I was in no mood to make tracks. I liked that house, and I was willing to try just about anything to stay in it. Anything that made sense.

	As things worked out, nothing made as much sense as it had to, not at a price that we could afford, and so Betty and I went looking for a new place to live. We settled on the Terezin Tower Senior Estates. It was no palace, but it had seemed decent enough at the time.

	~ * ~

	Remember the joyous outing at the Marina Beach Park over in Edmonds? Well, the big day finally rolled around. The tour buses rolled up in front of the Tower, the participating residents rolled aboard—quite literally in some cases—and the buses rolled on over to the park.

	The park was one of my favorites. It was a small triangle of pitted asphalt, coarse grass, and coarser sand. Pieces of driftwood of various sizes littered the border between the sand and the grass. A north-south railroad track bordered the park to the east, Puget Sound bordered it to the west, and the Port of Edmonds marina bordered it to the north. The tip of the triangle pointed due south.

	The park was open to the south, west, and north, which meant it was exposed to virtually whatever wind was blowing. However, that same exposure allowed a view of the Sound and the Kitsap Peninsula and the City of Kingston, population 2,100, plus or minus, six miles away, westward, on the far side of the water.

	A jetty ran along the north edge of the park. It had the moorage on its north side and the sand, which had built up following the jetty’s construction, on its south side. At the edge of the deeper water, the jetty hooked around and ran due north. It was that north-south run that formed the marina’s main breakwater. The Port of Edmonds had recently installed a fishing-and-crabbing pier on top of the north-south arm of the jetty.

	I didn’t care about crabbing or fishing, but the pier made a nice place to walk, to stop and stare at the water.

	Various and sundry commentators had hailed the pier as an engineering marvel, a colossal waste of money, a boon to local recreation, an attractive nuisance, a wonderful facility, and a magnet for crime.

	The weather was bright and fair. There were high, cotton-ball clouds and not much wind to chill old bones. The air smelled of sand, saltwater, and kelp-covered rocks, drying as the tide went out. We had food in the form of sack lunches, delicious repasts that management had thoughtfully brought along.

	On balance, the park was a nice enough place, certainly nice enough for a bunch of day-tripping gummers.

	Otis Leland, MBA, Pharm.D., who was the Tower’s manager, and
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