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Edith shook her head as Walter hobbled to the
dining room table, huffing and puffing, and rested the second load
of presents down. He slid his bifocals up the ridge of his nose,
took out a handkerchief, and wiped off the sweat.

"Dear, let me help you," she said, knowing
already the answer but needing to say the words anyway as part of
their give-and-take.

"I'm not dead yet." More beads of sweat
formed on Walter's wrinkled forehead. The stubborn old coot was
going to have a heart attack, but he wasn't about to let a woman do
what he considered man's work. "I tell you, though, I sure would
like to be twenty again."

That again. If she had a dollar for every
time he'd said those words, she'd be able to buy a new TV and not
one of the cheap ones. He never stopped. She looked at the brown
cuckoo clock on the wall and thought that even though the thing
hadn't worked for decades, now might be the time for the bird to
pop out and add its commentary.

"Walter, not today," she said. They'd just
driven back from the hall where they'd celebrated their fiftieth
wedding anniversary with over two hundred friends and family. "Be
happy with what you've got. We've had a good life."

"I know. I'd just like the chance to do it
all over again."

As he headed back outside for another load,
Edith shook her head. Did he think she wouldn't like to be young
again herself? Who wouldn't? But what good did it do to obsess over
the impossible? Geez Louise, give it a rest and be happy.

Walter lumbered in with a bag filled with
envelopes. "This is it," he said, less out of breath this time.
"You want to open them now?"

"Whatever you want, dear."

He looked out the picture window that
overlooked their immaculately groomed back yard, a wistful look on
his face. He remained silent.

"Go ahead," she said. "Spit it out."

Walter smiled in that boyish way he'd never
grown out of. "I'd still like to be twenty."

***

She set a bottle of champagne in a silver ice
bucket engraved "Edith and Walter" and they began opening the
presents, stopping only to field congratulatory calls on the black
rotary phone. After they'd gotten through all the packages and most
of the envelopes, her stiffening fingers opened one and a card slid
out. The lettering was in a fanciful script and embossed in gold,
making it look more like a formal invitation than something placed
inside a gift card. It read:

 


Ponce de Leon Enterprises, Ltd.

 


Be young again!

Relive your best years!

Sip at the fountain of youth!

 


Edith flipped it over. The back read:

 


Place this under your pillow tonight and
erase fifty-one years. Sample our 24-hour trial, then decide.

Good for one permanent passage.

Expires in fifty-one hours.

 


Edith looked up. "Is this your idea of a
joke?"

Walter frowned. "It's as if someone was
listening to us."

"Spooky," she said.

Walter nodded.

"Must be one of your buddies," she asked.
"You talk about this to them?"

"I don't know. Maybe."

Edith reread the card. "Fifty-one hours.
Midnight, night after tomorrow."

"Twenty-four-hour trials."

Edith took his hand in hers, felt its clammy
touch, heard the wheeze of his breathing quicken. She turned and
saw the hunger in his eyes. "You don't really believe this, do
you?"

"Of course not," he said, trying too hard to
appear nonchalant.

"Good for one permanent passage?
One."

He shrugged. "What does it matter? It's
impossible. A joke." But he averted his eyes and his hands shook
even more than usual.

"If it actually worked, not that it could . .
." Edith tried to get Walter to meet her eyes, but he wouldn't. ".
. . only one of us could go. You'd leave me? And the kids?"

After a long silence, he said, "It's only a
joke."

An icy chill stabbed her gut. "What a sick,
sick gift."

***

Sunlight streamed through the window. Edith
lifted her head off the pillow and looked at the nightstand clock.
Quarter after seven. Behind her, Walter snored.

Life was good. Even if Walter could be a
piece of work sometimes. What husband wasn't? All four kids had
made it yesterday for the big event--she still thought of them as
"the kids" even though they all were now in their forties--and for
Sue and Diane that had required flights from the other coast. Too
bad they had to fly right back, but it had been great to see them
again. And the grandkids, of course. She wished they all were
closer, but you couldn't have everything. She was content, unlike
the fool snoring his silly head off behind her.

She yawned and stretched, then rolled
over.

She almost screamed. Would have if she'd been
able to breathe.

A young man lay beside her, mouth open, skin
so very smooth, his sandy hair askew on the pillow.

Eyes wide, she held her breath, forcing
herself not to make a sound. Her heart pounded so hard it felt like
it might punch a hole in her chest.

She recognized the curve of that nose, the
light almost imperceptible scar just above the eyebrow where Walter
had gotten stitches as a boy, the discoloration of the one incisor
amidst otherwise bright, white teeth. That incisor with the dead
nerve had caused Walter so many problems leading to a root canal
even before the kids were grown.

What on God's green Earth was going on?

She exhaled, careful not to make a sound. She
tried to calm the hammering within her chest, tried to swallow but
couldn't. Her mouth was too dry.

That Be Young Again card. But how could it
be? It had just been a practical joke. Hadn't it? By one of
Walter's buddies as sick of his whining as she got sometimes. So
how could it have . . . how could this young man . . . not just any
young man but Walter from so many decades past, be lying in bed
beside her?

She pinched herself so hard she almost cried
out, then touched a damp, clammy hand to her face, feeling the
wrinkles, the sagging flesh that once been taut. She flexed her
right knee, wincing at the familiar stabbing pain on the inside,
almost hearing the grating of the bone-on-bone where supple
cartilage had long ago provided a cushion.

Walter had made the trip back, shedding his
age and deformities like a snake its skin, but he'd made that
journey solo. She was still every bit seventy-one years old.

But how? Surely, she was merely
dreaming. How else could she explain it? She touched below her
eyes. They were open.

Young Walter stopped snoring and stirred. He
opened his eyes a crack.

They shot open wide. He bellowed an
inarticulate cry, and scrambled to get out of bed, tangling himself
and tumbling onto the floor. He clambered to his feet, naked. A
tattoo of thorns circled each bicep, the lone distinguishing
feature from the Walter she'd married.

"Who are you?" A look of panic filled his
face.

"Let me explain."

"Did I . . . I didn't fuck you, did
I?"

Edith recoiled. Walter had never used that
language in his life, at least not in front of her. Of course, he'd
also never gotten a tattoo either.

"Walter, we're--"

"How do you know my name?" He stared at her,
incredulous. "You got it off my driver's license, right? No one
calls me Walter." He looked all about. "Where's my wallet? Where
are my clothes?" He shook his head as if to clear the cobwebs.
"What the fuck was I drinking?"

"We need to talk."

"Oh my God." He backed away, bumped into the
dresser, knocking over bottles of aftershave and cologne. He
reached back to steady the dresser, but kept moving toward the
door.

Edith tried her most reassuring tone of
voice. "Just listen to me for a minute."

His hand went to his mouth. He bolted through
the open doorway, his white buttocks almost fluorescent against his
otherwise tanned body. Spotting the bathroom on the left, he darted
inside, slamming the door and locking it behind him.

Edith put on a bathrobe. She stopped outside
the door, unsure of what to say.

Loud retching noises echoed from within. He
swore loudly, then retched some more.

Edith turned away. This was the man she had
married, the man she had loved and spent fifty years with. And yet
. . .

"Hey, grandma," he called out. "Can you get
me my clothes? I gotta get outta here."

Edith drew in a deep breath and closed her
eyes. Hey, grandma. She shook her head. "Your clothes aren't
here. I mean--"

"What happened to them? No, stop! Don't tell
me. I don't want to know." He dry retched. "Oh, God."

Edith left and returned with a handful of
clothes from Walter's drawers. She knocked on the door. "I have
some clothes that will be baggy on you, but they're all I
have."

He poked his head out, took the clothes
without comment, and ducked back in. A few minutes later, he
emerged, wearing an old man's golf shirt and khakis eight or ten
sizes too large.

"I look like a fucking joke," he said.

Edith tried to think of how to explain it.
"Your clothes . . . I mean, my husband's clothes--"

"Your husband?" Young Walter looked alarmed.
"He doesn't have a gun, does he?"

Edith shook her head. "Let me explain."

"You don't need to explain anything. It's all
my fault. But I better get going before your husband comes
home."

"You are who my husband was fifty
years ago. Or fifty-one. Something like that. We got this
anniversary card and you . . . I mean he . . . well, you're both
the same--"

He held out his hand, stopping her. He looked
at her like she was crazy. "Whatever you say, Grandma." He leaned
close. "But hey, I'd appreciate it if, you know, you didn't tell
anybody about this." He shrugged and threw out his hands palms up
with an exaggerated theatricality as if she were either a child or
an imbecile. "Probably a good thing with your husband and all. Know
what I mean?"


"Please, just give me three minutes," Edith
said.

"Sorry, no can do," he said, bolting down the
hallway filled with family photographs, down the circular stairs,
and out the front door.

Tears flowed down her cheeks. Walter had put
that card, that damned card, beneath his pillow last night
without even telling her. Their fifty-year anniversary and . . .
not a word. Of course, he'd thought it just a lark but still . . .
not even a word. Sneaking. And why? Because he'd found the
twenty-four-hour trial irresistible. Just as he'd find the
permanent passage or whatever the damned card had called it.

After offering a quick prayer asking
forgiveness for her language, Edith walked back to the bedroom and
pulled the card from beneath the pillow. Its text remained the same
except for the last line which now read:

Expires in forty hours.

The sound of Young Walter's retching rang in
her ears, its smell lingering in her nostrils. His look of abject
disgust. Hey grandma. Eff this. Effing that. Her Walter.

The house they'd lived in for over thirty
years now felt very empty. He'd never been a quiet man, but in
recent years his every breath had come with a dry wheeze. He was
always clearing his throat. Coughing. He didn't get up from a chair
without a grunt and often a groan. Most mornings he turned on an
oldies station or put a record on the turntable. The Platters.
Elvis. Frankie Valli & the Four Seasons.

Now, so empty. So quiet. So very, very
quiet.

Let's hold on to what we've got . . .

What did she have to hold onto now?

The day crept by. When nighttime finally
fell, Edith pulled out the gold-embossed card again.

Expires in twenty-seven hours.

Walter would be back soon. She wondered what
he'd say. Probably that he wanted to be twenty again.

She didn't want to hear it.

She ran her fingers over the raised letters.
Sample our 24-hour trial. Well, what was good for the goose
was good for the gander.

She turned off the lamp on the night stand,
leaving only the soft light from the glow-in-the-dark crucifix that
hung upon the wall.

Taking a sad, deep breath, she slid the card
beneath her pillow.

***

She felt the hand on her bare ass before she
was even half awake. She stirred, opened one eye to see the time.
An old-style clock with a big hand and a little hand stared back at
her. She groaned. It was too early to figure out what time it was
without a digital clock.

Which
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