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1

“So this is where you’ve brought me to die.” “Mom.”

“An old folks’ home.” “Assisted living.”

“A meadow is not shady. There may be trees around it, but not on it. It’s in full sun.”

“Mom, Shady Meadow sounds nice.” My daughter Brooke pauses in her task of unpacking a cardboard box to use the back of her hand to push her oversized glasses up her ridiculous chopped nose. In her late forties, she still wears her hair like a teenager, draped down her back nearly to her waist. She has to color it now. Her lips are swollen with Botox. Fashion has always been a girl’s worst enemy. “It’s too expensive here. I could live to a hundred-and-four like

Beverly Cleary. That would take a chunk out of your inheritance.” “Mom, I don’t want your money. I want you to be safe and comfortable. Oh, these are nice.” She holds up a pair of pink floral panties before folding them and setting them in a dresser drawer.

I gaze out the window at the gray, bleak sky, the bare branches of a tree, black sticks. January is the cruelest month, not April, bursting with green and sprouting new life. Oh god, spring! How will I ever endure until spring and on and on in this depressing hell hole? Oh Al, where are you when I need you the most? He would have never stood for my moving in here, despite our shattered marriage.

I hang up the few clothes I’ve kept, ones I usually wear, out of several closets full of clothes I had that I might wear. The hangers on the bed rattle like a pile of bones. That will be me, soon enough, not soon enough—I have become ambivalent about this issue. This room is so small it seems the dirty pink walls are pressing in on me. The carpet is brown to hide food stains, shit, vomit, blood. My stomach heaves. “What a dump,” I mutter under my breath.

“Mom, this was your choice.”

“Sort of.” When I was released from the hospital and Brooke came to take me home, she brought me to her house instead of mine. She said my house had been sold, something, she said, I had agreed to, even though I have no recollection of it. A sorry lesson the aged have to learn: careful whom you give power of attorney to, especially if it’s your only kid who happens to be an attorney. We toured several other assisted-living  residences in the Sacramento area before I decided on Shady Meadow. The cheaper ones smelled like pee, old people’s pee. That’s where I draw the line. The gorgeous, luxurious ones which allowed pets cost an arm and a leg.

Brooke crosses her arms and tilts her head to accesses our progress. “This place isn’t so bad. It’s really starting to look like home.”

“Do you think prisoners ever say that about their cells?” My full house of seven rooms has been compressed into one. Crammed into this room is my bedroom set, recliner, music cabinet, and shadow-box of cat figurines. That’s it. My photo albums have been reduced to some damn lighted digital frame that changes photographs seconds before I’m able to focus on the previous one. Gone, too, my walls of books. True, I would have never reread them, but they are like old friends I will never see again but know I have. I had hoped to skip this stage of life. My fervent wish was to peacefully drift into death in my own home. “What am I supposed to do here?”

“You’ll make friends,” Brooke chirps.

“Old people live here.”

Her face blooms into a smile. She has a beautiful smile, everyone has always said so.

“I could play the piano.” I reel my head dramatically about the room. “Where is my piano? Honey, someone has stolen my Baldwin grand.”

“Oh, Mom, you barely touched that piano.”

This is a sensitive subject with me, tinfoil against a filling. I need my piano with me, the broad smile of the keyboard so comforting, the arrangement of white and black familiar, organized, the hulking piece of furniture filling up most of my living room, my life.

“Too bad they didn’t take the music cabinet with it,” Brooke muses. “Then you could fit in your other nightstand.”

I peer at her from the tops of my eyes. “Why two nightstands? I’m just one person.”

“It would make the room look symmetrical.” Brooke points an accusing finger. “That mahogany cabinet doesn’t match your walnut bedroom set. Why do you want to hold on to a bunch of old music books?”

“You’re right, my darling. Appearances are everything. Where are my mother’s symphonies?”

“I told you—in storage.”

“Storage as in the recycle bin?” I imagine a young composer erasing my mother’s crackling, yellowed scores and replacing them with new notes, although I know recycling music doesn’t work that way. It’s unlikely the world will ever hear my mother’s brilliant music again.

“Storage as in storage.”

“It’s generous of you to wait until I’m dead before you trash grandmere’s music.”

“What, Mom?” Brooke is ready to bolt, her purse strap slung over her shoulder. She is plunged deep into the recesses of her phone and is poking around in there. She isn’t gone, but her mind has left the building. That’s always been her way. At Disneyland, she’d be asking when we’re going to the zoo.

“Where’s Willy Whiskers?” I lean against the bed, bend down, and extend my hand. “Here kitty, kitty, kitty.” I wonder if my sarcasm could be mistaken for dementia.

“W.W. is in good hands. He’s probably found a new companion at Best Friends Animal Society.”

“Like I’m already dead.”

“We’ll see if we can get him to come visit.” The cheer in Brooke’s tone sounds forced.

I snort. “Cats do not visit. They have the memories of ants.

Thanks to you, W.W. has already forgotten all about me.”

Brooke’s face crumples, her puffy lower lip jutting out. Good. This girl has caused me plenty of heartbreak over the years. “Mom! I’m trying to take care of you as best I can. You know we had to make some concessions for your condition.”

“Fuck my condition!” I go over to the dresser, pull out a pair of socks. I unbundle them, lift my right foot, teetering on my left.

“Mom! Sit down to put on your socks.”

“Don’t tell me how to put on my damn socks!”

 “Mom!”

“Brooke!” Dumb name. Just one of my many regrets. Why not River or Stream? Muddy Ditch. “Trickle,” I try aloud, telling myself a joke.

“What, Mom?” Her thumbs flash over the text she is composing. She sends it off and pockets her phone. “Gotta run. Don’t overdo. Get some rest.”

“That’s all I have to do.”

“See you soon, Mom.” She kisses my cheek and escapes out the door.

“’Bye, Trickle.” I remove tuxedo kitty from his shadowbox compartment and stroke his head, singing softly, mournfully, “Out in the wide world, kitty, pretty, kitty.”
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I awake with a start. Where am I? Oh, yeah. Parked in fucking Shady Meadow like a dilapidated old car up on concrete blocks. I wonder if I can escape. Could I walk out the door of my room, and out the building, then keep walking and walking until…? The problem is I have no place to go. I roll my eyes to the illuminated digital clock on my nightstand: 9:43. Just 9:43. I’m tired, but not sleepy, a familiar state. I’ve never been much of a sleeper and aging doesn’t help.

Think of something lovely. Yellow daffodils bursting from the ground heralding spring. Willie Whiskers pouncing on my chaise lounge, pressing his head against my leg or into my palm. I loved lounging and reading and dozing, basking in the sun, even though everyone tells you it’s the enemy, run for cover. I loved my backyard, my pool, my flower beds, my own dirt beneath my nails, the pink, fuchsia, white blooms, rewards for my toiling. All gone now. Not such a lovely thought after all.

What else? Notre Dame, Westminster Abby. I got to step foot into both. When everyone thought I’d marry my high school/college sweetheart Mike, I ran away. I bummed through Europe with Tony, a guy I was casually involved with and certainly not married to, something nice girls didn’t do in those days. Mother called me a whore. Too bad. Once she was resigned to my plan, she thought of ways of using it. “See if you can make some connections when you’re across the pond. You’re bringing more than hippie clothes, I should hope, at least one nice dress. Maestro von Schuller in Frankfurt will remember me.” Mother always had trouble understanding where she ended and I began. I knew there would be no connections for me, no concert career. But I toured Mozart’s house in Salzburg and Beethoven’s house in Bonn. I went to St. Stephen’s in Vienna, St. Mark’s in Venice, St. Peter’s, but not the Sistine Chapel. It was closed for the Assumption, a Holy Day of Obligation. I figured I’d never get back to the Vatican and I was right. For some things in life, you just get one chance.

Still wide awake. I’m in for a long night. I do enjoy lying in the peaceful dark. I used to be afraid of it, but that stopped when I lost my faith, never any consolation to me, just fear and guilt. The music of faith is good though: Bach and Palestrina, Gregorian chant. “Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow,” “Oh, Mary, We Crown Thee with Blossoms Today.” I hum “Amazing Grace” softly to myself, a wretch like me.

I drift off, but am jolted awake by yelling blasting through the wall. A crazy-sounding woman rants in a gravelly croak, mixed with phlegmy, throat-clearing. “Where’s my cigarettes? You said you’d bring my damn cigarettes.”

“You aren’t allowed to smoke in your room, Mom,” says a calm male voice.

“I don’t smoke in my room. These people are goddamn liars.”

“Your room smells like smoke,” says another male voice, deeper, more strident.

I could switch on the light and read, but instead I lie here, eavesdropping on real-life drama. It’s not like I have to strain my ears.

“This bed is crap.” The woman coughs and harrumphs. “Your dad has the best bed. I want you to swap us beds.”

“Mom, this is the bed you wanted,” says the deeper voice. “It took three of us to shove it in here.”

“No, I wanted the bed we had in the guest room. That’s what I said but you boys don’t listen. Lumpy bed, crap for food. I hate this fucking dump. Get me out of here.”

Oh, take me, too, please, but not the same place as you take her.

“You asked us to move you in here,” says the guy with the sweeter voice. “Remember? You picked this place because you have friends here.”

“Just Sally now that Ethel has passed. Third resident this week. Alotta deaths here.”

The deep voice chuckles. “Well, you gotta expect that, Mom.”

“I’m not talking natural causes, cancer and stuff. There’s rumors flying about a staff member snuffing us seniors out.”

“Now, Mom, you can’t believe everything you hear.”

“You know how easy it is to snuff an old, weak person? Just hold a pillow over their face a couple minutes and they’re gone.”

“Mom, Mom, don’t start imagining things,” says the softie. “You’ll upset yourself over nothing.”

“Let’s see,” says the deep no-nonsense voice. “You got the staff nurse, the staff physical therapist, and the staff snuffer. They charge extra for that?”

“Oh, fuck you!” screeches the woman. “I’m serious! Someday you’ll walk in here and I’ll be stone cold, and then you smart asses will be sorry.”

Both men are laughing now, seemingly uncontrollably, putting a smile on my face.

“How about some ice cream, Mom?” says the nice guy, his tone high-pitched and lilting like he’s humoring a petulant child. “Let’s go get you a McDonald’s caramel sundae.”

“Good. We can stop at Walgreen’s for my cigarettes.”

I hear the group troop past my door, down the hall, the woman still crabbing, “Where’s Ricky? How come Ricky and Lauren don’t come to see me?”

Because no one can stand you.

The quiet seems especially still and void after the uproar. The image of a pillow descending over my face causes me to shutter. No chance to even scream for help. That old bat probably knows everything that goes on around here. I slip out of bed, tiptoe to the door, and jiggle the locked knob. Turns out, I’d like to live a little longer. See what comes of it.
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I have nothing to do. Most of my life I was too busy, budgeting every minute of the day to get everything done and now there’s this dreadful idleness. I just eat and sit around. The food here isn’t bad, but the community meals are weird. You have to rub elbows with people you don’t know and make small talk. You have to be pleasant and appear happy to be here. I did meet this one woman, Margaret, at breakfast who is nice enough, but we have nothing in common.

A book is good company. I love to read and read, but I can’t read all day. Sometimes I go on Netflix to peruse what’s available in case I feel like viewing, like in the old days when I strolled through bookstores when there were bookstores, picking up books, running my fingertips across their shiny jackets, scanning the flap copy, then setting them down, having no time to read. Viewing is not as good as reading. It doesn’t take up my whole mind and makes me fidgety for something more to do. When I listen to audio books, my mind wanders and I miss out. I prefer to do my own work of making meaning of the text, seizing the words, seeing for myself how the sentences lie on the page.

As I read, I doze. Sometimes, as I’m drifting off, a dread descends over me, an awful feeling, a kind of panic, and I claw my way to consciousness, snap my eyes open, straighten in my recliner. Memories flood my mind, regrets. I should have gotten Brooke a dog. She begged and begged for one her whole childhood. On her eighth Christmas, she cried when she didn’t get one, truly believing her letter to Santa would deliver. On New Year’s Day, I bought her a hamster as a consolation, which she named Beethoven, not after the composer but the dog, even though Beethoven the hamster was a girl. I was constantly stressed out that our cat would get her. I didn’t know hamsters live less than two years. The poor thing developed a tumor in her throat and had to be put down. No more hamsters.

There are things about Brooke I’ve never understood. Like how could me, a cat person, raise a dog person? Brooke needed that dog. Lots of my preconceived notions about parenting were wrong. You can’t go back and change anything. I would if I could, but then would Brooke be the same person? Was I too strict? Probably. She has been “in therapy” for years, moving from one shrink to the next. Some of them tell her all her problems stem from the fact that I was a bad mother. I can always tell when Brooke is seeing a you-had-a-bad-mother type of therapist because then I really pay in her recriminations.

The digital frame flickers as it turns from one photo to the next, my life all in a jumble: Grandson Carter holding a middle school Cyberquest trophy, Pre-schooler Brooke in a flouncy scarlet velvet dress playing her first quarter-sized violin, Al and I hiking the Grand Canyon decades ago, Carter’s first day of Kindergarten, Brooke’s high school prom. I don’t have the emotional stamina for this tsunami of memories and turn the frame to the wall.

I shift in my chair, stretch my legs. I chide myself: stop moping around. Get up, you lazy ass, get out! I love to walk. It makes me feel so much better, but I can’t seem to root myself out of this damn recliner. I feel stuck. I thought retirement would be different. I thought I’d have all the time and freedom to go to all sorts of places, have all sorts of adventures. I tried to bolster friends to travel with me, but they just wanted to stay home. I found out it takes courage I don’t have to venture out on my own.

So here I sit. Three hours until the dining room opens. The afternoon weighs on me. My lap feels empty. Probably Willy Whiskers has forgotten all about me by now. You can’t expect much from a cat. Dogs are smarter, more dependable, but too needy. The cats in my life chose me, just showed up like Willy Whiskers. So many cats, overlapping sometimes. Groucho was black and white with a mustache. A car ran over his tail, and he was so desperate to get away that his tail was pulled clean out of his body and lay in the road for me to find, like a flat, dead thing, like poor, miserable Groucho himself within a month. Beach was the color of sand and died of a urinary blockage. Mable had orange around one eye, black around the other eye, and a white stripe down the middle. Doris liked to play pee-a-boo behind the shower curtain while I sat on the toilet. Ralph allowed feral kittens to suckle on his teats. Max was a Manx who lived to nineteen. Mable, too. Nineteen years is a long time for a cat, but not long enough. It’s sad to see an old cat lose its life force. A couple of them I should have put down sooner. More regrets. I used to think nature knows best, but it doesn’t. Nature is a cruel bitch.

I yearn for the furry comfort of Willy Whiskers, the vibration of his purr. I lift my hand and draw it across the air pretending to pet him. My hand grows heavier and heavier. I drift off. When I awake a young woman is bent over me. The hair at my nape bristles. I release a small “Ach!”; a scream caught in my throat. I wriggle out from under her and stumble to a standing position. “Wha-what do you want? What are you doing in here?”

The woman rears back, palms in the air. She is short and plump, certainly not strong enough to take a pillow and—what nonsense! She tips her head. “Sorry to disturb. I knock and no answer.” She is wearing black capris and a pale blue polo with the Shady Meadow insignia. She offers me a timid smile, the corners of her almond-shaped eyes crinkling. “I am Marisol. I clean.”

She obviously means well, but still she’s a jarring invasion of my privacy. I’ve always done my own housework. I objected when I saw the housekeeping fee on my Shady Meadow contract, but state health regulations require all rooms here to be professionally sanitized.

Marisol stretches an inviting hand to my recliner. “You sit, lady, relax. I start in bathroom.” She pushes her cart past me.

I sink back down, my arms crossed tightly. How can I relax with an intruder in the room? I lean back and my legs shoot forward. I take a deep breath. Abruptly, invasion morphs into rescue. Someone is cleaning my toilet. After all the years I’ve done for myself, my husband, my daughter, my grandson, someone is doing for me. How about that? “Uh, thank you!” I call after Marisol.

“No problem!”

I wish people would say “you’re welcome” instead of “no problem.” Marisol begins to sing under her breath in a foreign language. It isn’t Spanish, probably Tagalog. She does look Filipino. I’m curious to know for sure, but you can’t ask such things of people these days without being called racist. Her voice is high and sweet, the melody lilting. I close my eyes and am transported to a tropical island with mango trees and turquoise waters.
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I’ve made a new friend, or rather, Margaret has made a friend of me. She’s gone out of her way to take me up, and I find that I’m flattered. In past friendships, I’ve been the one to do most the work, until I flat out gave up on some of them. I just couldn’t hold onto to everyone in my life who had once meant something to me. It seems if I don’t see a person regularly, through work or an activity, we lose contact. I suppose it’s the natural progression of things. Now that I’m stuck at Shady Meadow, why not have a Shady Meadow friend?

Margaret has lived here only six months, but already she seems to know everybody and everybody’s business. She slips my hand into the crook of her arm, presses it against her warm, doughy side and leads me through the place, introducing me around. I’m surprised how comforting this is. Apparently, I’ve been starved for attention.

Together we attend yoga class, Margaret’s orange Lululemon pants bulging and indenting in unexpected places. I don’t have any yoga clothes; I’ve never warmed to the activity, although I’ve tried it several times. My body doesn’t bend in the right places, but then most of the other yogis at Shady Meadow aren’t any more limber than I, so I fit right in.

Margaret invites me to join the bridge-playing ladies. No men—I don’t know why. I haven’t played the game in years, but I like the way it wakes up my brain. It’s fun, except with Bonnie, who can’t remember any of the cards that have been played and makes outrageous bids. The other players are too gracious to say anything, except for Margaret who scolds, “Pay attention, Bon, for cripes’ sake!” as if she’s capable. Iris is hard of hearing. Conversing with her, Margaret looks like she’s playing charades. “Pies? What kind of pies?” bellows Iris, as if the louder she talks the better she can hear others. “Not pies,” corrects Margaret. “Drive! Drive! Are you gonna drive to your daughter’s?” She holds up two fists and moves them up and down like she’s steering a car. Margaret cracks me up. I haven’t laughed so much in three years as I have in the past three days. It feels good to laugh.

Pandora has the best memory for what cards have been played. When I am introduced to her, my eyes widen and my chin dips, no doubt like dozens of people who have met her over the years. I try to think of a polite way to ask, “What the hell were your parents thinking?” Instead I say, “Were you named after somebody?” Pandora shrugs her narrow shoulders. “Lots of trouble, that’s me. When I was little, everyone called me Dora. I didn’t know my complete name until my first day of Kindergarten when the teacher called roll. When no one owned up to Pandora Prentice, she bore down on me and scolded, ‘Child, don’t you know your own name?’ I burst into tears.”

Margaret cuts the deck, bends the cards in a fine arch, and riffle shuffles with a satisfying whoosh and snap, something I’ve never gotten the hang of. “The nuns who taught me could be scary,” she says. “I was afraid to even sneeze in class. But I sat there thinking how glad I wasn’t a boy. The nuns just hated boys.” She makes a motion of rapping a child’s knuckles with a ruler and has a good laugh over it. Like Margaret, I went to twelve years of parochial school, but we turned out way different. She is still a devout Catholic; I’ve fallen-away. She raised seven children to my one. I have a master’s in reading; Margaret has a GED. She’s smart though, and resilient in a way I’ve never been. “Don’t wear your heart on your sleeve.” “You have nothing to cry about.” “Would you look at her making such a fuss over nothing?” “Oh, now, here come the alligator tears.” I’ve heard all of those expressions.

As Margaret and I piece together a jigsaw puzzle set up in the sunroom, she confides, “I was a stay-at-home mom, then a stay-at-home grandmom. When Murray passed last spring, Robbie and Dawn and their kids wanted to move in to take care of me. Right, more like they wanted me to be a stay-at-home great-grandmom. Murray was a manager in the cardboard industry, good with money. He left me sitting pretty, so I let myself out to pasture. A very nice pasture, I’ll say. I know my Murray is looking down on me from heaven saying, ‘Put your feet up, Maggie. You deserve a good rest.”’

I raise my eyebrows and wrinkle my nose. “So you like it here?”

“Are you kidding me? Someone else doing all the cooking and cleaning for a change! I sold Rob the old house and everything in it for half of what it was worth. Made everyone else mad as hell because they were thinking that was their inheritance, but what was I gonna do? It needed too much fixing up to even think about putting it on the market.”

“When my house sold, my daughter bullied me into liquidating,” I say. “Brooke is against any excess stuff lying around. If she has two spatulas, she gives one away.”

Margaret gasps. “That’s just wrong. A spatula for cookie sheets is completely different than the kind you use for browning hamburger. Plus, if you’re flipping a rack of ribs you need two spatulas at once. I had a whole drawer full. One Christmas when I had little Lily and Lucy over and we got out my whole collection of cookie cutters and—I had the kids because Tommy and Darlene were on the outs trying to decide if they should divorce or stay together because—”

Away Margaret goes. She starts a story, which reminds her of another story about something else, and then I have to hold in my mind the place where she made the abrupt digression, in hopes of hearing the end of the first story. Her chatter is both engaging and exhausting. During my first conversations with her, I tried to clarify relationships, but her web of family and friends is so extensive, I figure it will become clearer as we go along. I busy myself assembling a tiny windmill of about ten brick-red pieces. I never thought to do a jigsaw puzzle at home, but here I like having something to do with my hands, and when I fit two out of a thousand pieces together, I feel a teensy charge of dopamine erupting in my brain.

“That’s Sam for you! What a hoot!” Margaret sways her head as she laughs.

She has rambled from long ago Christmas cookie-making to a current Shady Meadow incident, and I somehow missed the segue so I don’t know what she’s talking about, but I pretend to. “Who’s Sam?”

“Oh, he’s the life of the party around here. Another thing he did, when the guys were in the sauna, he hid all their clothes! They had to dash through the pool area in their little white towels, their cheeks all rosy. These ones, I mean.” She presses her hands to her face. “You’ll have to introduce me to this Sam.”

She lowers her eye lids and peers at me suspiciously. “And have you snatch him out from under me?”

“He’s your boyfriend?”

“Hardly. Let’s just say I have a little crush.” She wriggles her ample bottom in emphasis. “But with so many available women around here, I doubt if he’ll ever give a gal like me the time of day.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. With your winning personality, you’re a hell of a catch!”

Margaret’s face explodes in a wide grin. “I am? You’re not just saying that ‘cause we’re friends?”

“Hell, no. And count me out. I’m done with romance.”

“Oh, shucks, how come?” Margaret looks stricken, as if I’ve doused her face with cold water.

I flutter my fingers like I’m warding off a fly. “Falling in love is for young girls. Ever notice how many older women are single? Most of us realize a good relationship is hopeless.”

“Heck, why is that? We’re still kickin’.”

Outside, on the circular drive, an ambulance rolls up, lights flashing.

“Uh-oh,” says Margaret. “I wonder who that’s for.”

We watch the action out the window for a few minutes before resuming work on our puzzle. “Murray was your high school sweetheart, right?”

“Yeah. So?”

“That’s the difference between you and me. I had a number of boyfriends before I got married. I tried dating after my divorce, but all those guys bored me to death or else they were looking for some gullible woman to support them. Good god, one of them even lived with his mother.”

“So?”

“So romance has been beaten out of me. Taking up with a man also means taking up his baggage. Besides, old men are so unattractive.”

“Colette! Not all of them.”

“Hair hanging down from their nostrils, sprouting out of their ears. They got hair growing everywhere but where it belongs on top of their heads. Most go in for the Santa Claus look, white beard down to here.” I press the side of my hand above my breasts. “Are these old geezers too lazy to shave or have they just given up?”

“Not all the men around here are old.” Margaret nods toward our in-house physical therapist, Dr. Martinez, who insists on going by Raul. He’s a cheerful sort, with black flashing eyes, a lock of curly hair dangling over his brow, a ready smile full of bright white teeth.

I snort. “I doubt if he’d be interested in dating his grandma.”

Margaret shrugs. “You never know.”

Raul helps a very old woman get out of a chair, not because she has an appointment with him, but because he happened by and saw that she needed assistance. The bulky old bag of beans is trying to get out of an armchair by hoisting her butt first. Raul urges her to ease back down, then instructs her to scoot her body to the edge of the seat, position her hands at the ends of the arms of the chair, plant her feet firmly on the floor, lean forward, and heave herself up. With much groaning and weaving, the woman manages to rise to her feet, huffing and puffing.

“Success!” Raul exclaims, with a clap of his hands. “Now, we go again.”

“No, no,” protests the woman.

He pushes down on her shoulders to get her seated again. I imagine his strong, firm hands encircling her throat and squeezing. “Practice makes perfect,” his voice rings out cheerfully.

The woman again tries to rise up, butt first.

“No, no, like I told you. Like you did last time.” He repeats his instructions, and the woman follows them, this time taking longer, giving Raul a chance to glimpse his slight, but perfect build in the mirror behind him. He can’t resist flexing his well-formed bicep with appreciation as his protege grunts and groans and breathlessly rises to her feet a second time.

“Excellent!” exclaims Raul. “You are sensational. We go one more time.”

“Leave me the fuck alone!” The woman shakes her cane at him in a menacing way and stomps off.

Raul turns, notices another woman, nods to her yellow sweater, and says, “Oh, I like that bright color on you. Very flattering.”

“Oh, do you think so, Dr. Martinez? Really?” The woman titters.

“Raul. Please, you must call me Raul!”

“Quite the ladies’ man,” I comment to Margaret under my breath. “I think he’s very sweet. Makes the ladies feel good about themselves, very generous with his time. He didn’t have to stop and help

Shirley out of her chair.”

“Yeah, against her will.”

“She was going about it all wrong.”

I nod. “Okay, he’s good at what he does.” I can’t help thinking it’s the nice guys you least suspect who are sometimes the murderers in who-done-its. “Tell me more about your Sam.”

“Not my Sam, not yet,” says Margaret, “but he has been flirting with me. He patted my bottom in the elevator.”

My eyes snap up at her. “That was okay with you?”

Her face flushes fuchsia. “Well, yeah.” She leans into me confidentially and whispers, “I’m interested in sex. I’ve only slept with one man my whole life. I wonder what a different one would be like.”

I can’t resist teasing. “How would Murray looking down from heaven feel about that?”

She sits back in her chair and grins. “He’d say life is for the living.

There’s no jealousy in heaven. I wanna be cherished again.”

I blow air through my lips. “Cherished! Ha! I’ve never been cherished.”

She slaps my arm. “Oh, you have, too, Colette! What about your husband?”

I shrug and roll my eyes. “We had an every-man-for-himself kind of marriage.”

“A what?”

“Al wasn’t that into togetherness. But I knew what I was getting. He was the right one to marry. No regrets there. I chose Al, I went after him, and eventually he gave in to me. We had a no-drama, low-maintenance marriage, maybe too low because I didn’t retain him. I’ve racked my brain trying to figure what I could have done differently. What about you? Didn’t you ever feel lonely in your marriage?”

“With seven kids, are you kidding me? Lonely would’ve been a luxury.”

Margaret makes a joke out of what I consider a serious issue, but I forge on. “I think everyone feels lonely in a marriage sometimes, men and women both, sometimes in the same marriage. Go figure. Al didn’t want to do stuff with me so I found other people to go places with, girlfriends, my daughter, sometimes for get-away weekends, sometimes longer trips.”

Margaret presses my wrist. “Couldn’t you make him take you places?”

“Aw, it’s no fun going someplace fun with someone who doesn’t want to be there with you. Al would say ‘Go, have fun.’ He seemed happy to have the house to himself. I sometimes wondered if I didn’t come back would he care one way or the other.”

Margaret bats the air. “Oh, go on!”

I shrug. “Anyway, I was happy enough to stick it out. Then, just as we were approaching our golden years, Tabby comes along. She wanted Al, she went after him, and eventually he gave in.” I hand Margaret a yellow puzzle piece she can use on the flag she’s working on. “Good luck with Sam. I wish the two of you much happiness together.”

Out of my peripheral vision, I sense movement out the window. I straighten in my chair to watch the EMTs wheeling a gurney. The sheet is drawn over the supine person’s head. “Margaret, have you heard any rumors about deaths around here that aren’t quite natural?”

“You mean, like there’s a snuffer-outer among us?”

I study her expression, but can’t tell if she’s joking. “Yeah.”

She shakes her head. “Nothing to those rumors.”

“Then you’ve heard them?”

“Don’t worry about it, Colette. It’s just later than we think around here.”

Out the window, we watch the EMTs tilt and slide the gurney into the rear of the ambulance and slam the door shut. “Too late for some,” I muse.
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Busy at the jigsaw puzzle again the next day, I nudge Margaret and tilt my head toward a Santa in the corner easy chair, blissfully snoring and drooling in his beard. “Looks to me like the guys in this place are more likely to have a drawer full of Depends than a medicine chest full of Viagra.”

“Don’t be too sure of that. Sam has vitality! He’s the champion pickle ball player around here. All the guys want to be his doubles partner.”

“Pickle ball? That isn’t even the real thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Isn’t it just geriatric tennis for old duffers?”

I meant to get a laugh out of Margaret, but she narrows her eyes instead. “You don’t like men much, do you?”

My response is slow and when it comes, it sounds forced even in my own ears. ”’Course, I do.”

Another Santa, sans the bowl full of jelly, wears a herring bone driver’s cap and thick, tinted, horn-rimmed glasses, his shirt splayed open at the throat with enough wiry white hair spilling out to knit a sweater. He’s seated alone at a card table, his forehead nearly touching a page which he studies through a magnifying glass. From where I’m seated, I can see that it’s a musical score.

I tap Margaret’s wrist, lean across our table and whisper, “That poor man can’t see.”

She responds in her regular speaking voice. “Harry? Sure, he can, just not too good.”

The man is drawing on his music with colored pencils, connecting the notes like a child’s dot-to-dot. The colors he has selected are blue and green: earth and sky. I close in on him, take a seat at his table. I can’t seem to help myself.

He straightens to acknowledge me. “Hello, young lady.”

“Hi.” I cock my head to peer at the music. It’s Bach’s Fugue in C Minor, from Book One of the Well-Tempered Clavier. I’ve played that one.

“I suppose you’re wondering what I’m doing.” The man slides his glasses down his nose to peer at me, the corners of his mouth turned up. His breath flows a bit faster in anticipation of mansplaining.

I can see that he is tracing entries of the fugue subject in blue and the countersubject in green. I point to the last line of the score. “You missed one.”

He takes up his magnifying glass. “Oh, so I have! Overlapping statements.”

I reach into a cupboard deep in the recesses of my memory. Its hinges creak, but I grab the word I’m searching for. “Stretto.”

“So it is.” He rears back to access me fully. His eyes are a striking cornflower blue.

I spring to my feet with an unexpected buoyancy, probably due to a close encounter with Bach rather than—who did Margaret say?— Harry. Probably bald under that jaunty cap.
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Margaret has got me thinking about my old boyfriends. I sit in my recliner, open my laptop to Facebook, and look for Mike, a coward’s way of checking up on old lovers. There might be a way to know who visits your Timeline, but I’m not tech-savvy enough to know it. Over the years, every decade or two or three, I have phoned Mike or emailed. “I’m married,” he told me the first time. I know, dude, so am I; I’m not after you.

Ah, here he is, another Santa Claus. I lean toward the screen, squinting to see beyond the white whiskers, in search of the sixteen-year-old face that used to make me weak in the knees. I recognize him around the eyes, the corners of his mouth. I wonder what my life would have been if I’d married him instead of Al. He was a good high school/college boyfriend, the right guy to discover sex with. We had a blast together, rambling around in his beloved, souped-up ’64 Mustang. “His car is loud,” Mother had complained. Daffodil Hill to Bolinas to Fern Canyon to watching the frogs not jump at Angels Camp. Mike sometimes sat on my piano practice room floor figuring complicated math problems that took a whole page of binder paper. He attended all of my recitals, and when I totally bombed, he held me and let my tears wet his shoulder, my mascara imprinting little butterflies on his blue work shirt.

I see that Mike doesn’t use FB much, not many posts. Same interests over the years, cars and the Giants. I know his wife is named Pam, a woman who already had three kids when they met, whom they raised together. I could have given Mike his own kids. I click on Pam’s name to go to her Timeline. Her intro: “Plastic canvas brings me joy.” No personal photos, just memes: “God sends us exactly what we’re ready for at the exact time we need it” and “Advice from the ocean: be shore of yourself.” Photos of miniature plastic canvas furniture she has made for her plastic canvas dollhouse. She seems very sweet. Maybe she’s had a lobotomy. Colette, be nice! She’s probably very intelligent, a retired nurse. Probably a good life companion for Mike, never causing him the grief I did.

The longer Mike and I were together, the more Mother hated him. What wasn’t to like about him? He was a good guy. He made her daughter happy. Didn’t that count for anything? “No ambition,” said Mother. “You’ll have to support him and that will be the end of your concert career.” I would have no concert career. It took Mother the longest time to realize that. The day I received the rejection letter from Julliard, she asked, “Do they know whom they are dealing with? Have they any idea who your mother is?” Love is blind, especially when
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