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To my two much older sisters, Lisa and Sheila





First Victim

The phrase “life passing before your eyes” takes on new meaning when you’re falling from a tenth-floor balcony. It’s true that time seems to telescope, bringing things into sharper focus. In my case, these things aren’t moments from my past—birthday parties, weddings, or births of children, etc.—but scenes from my neighbors’ lives. As I fall, I catch glimpses of those living in the apartments below me. In the darkness of night, I’m sure they don’t notice me speeding past their windows, but to me they appear like slides in an incredibly boring presentation on the nocturnal habits of old people.

There’s Ginny Anderson in the apartment directly below mine, illuminated by the glow of her microwave as it heats up a cup of tea. I wonder if the ruckus that preceded my tumble woke her up. Not that I put up much of a fight. The whole experience of being thrown off a balcony felt like a dream, which makes me wonder if I was drugged at dinner. I guess I should be grateful that my murderer put me in such a relaxed state, but maybe if I had my wits about me I could have screamed or scraped some of his DNA under my nails. Best I can hope for now is to come back and visit Ginny as a ghost, like Hamlet’s father. Ginny told me she’s seen her husband at her bedside twice since he died, so I think she’s comfortable with a bit of haunting. She’s a kind soul and needs to be warned.

Violet Pratt appears next. Poor woman has chronic back problems that make it impossible for her to sleep. She should try whatever narcotic was slipped into my glass at dinner. Who cares if you turn into a drug addict at ninety? We should all be heroin addicts here at Xanadu, or at least given the option. I’m glad those kinds of physical ailments will be over for me soon. No more waking up with sore hips or swollen knees. Half the people in this retirement home lose their minds before their bodies and the other half lose their bodies before their minds. Very few of us keep both in tip-top condition. I’m lucky to still have most of my cognitive functions intact, thanks to a steady diet of puzzles and cozy mystery novels.

Speaking of mystery novels, what a funny thing to leave this world as a crime victim. Honestly, I never saw that end coming. Xanadu is such a peaceful retirement community, but I suppose you could say the same thing about Cabot Cove, which had the body count of a major metropolitan city. I never got in any trouble during my entire law-abiding life. The only way I would be murdered would be if an assassin killed me by accident. But this was no accident. I know exactly who pushed me and I know why. If I tilt my head sideways just a tiny bit, I can probably see the face of the man peering over the side of my balcony. I hope he straightens up my apartment before he leaves. I’d hate for my neighbors to see all the sugar packets I’ve swiped from our cafeteria.

That man’s face is not the last thing I want to see as I leave this world. Even with time slowing down in this way, I know I’m going to hit that pavement soon and then I’ll be reunited with all my loved ones. I’m looking forward to it, actually. Too many people I’ve known and loved have left this world before me. That’s why I started dating Steven. He reminded me so much of my older brother Tim. I hear how that sounds, even falling at this velocity, and no, I wasn’t interested in my brother romantically. I just mean Steven and I understood each other’s sensibilities, almost as if we were raised in the same house. Of course, I know now that I was tricked into believing that. If I have one regret, it’s that I didn’t have time to tell everyone at Xanadu what was going on right under their noses. But that’s not for me to worry about anymore. Let them solve their own problems. I’m about to be problem free.

I must be passing the third floor because I see Wanda Prentice dancing in her living room. Wanda’s one of those whose mind has gone but her body is in tip-top shape. She’ll be in memory care soon (probably when people discover she spends her nights dancing in her living room). Still, it’s a beautiful thing to see. I can’t hear what she’s listening to, but her body moves with a fluid grace I’ve never seen before. That’s one thing I’ll miss when I’m gone. Dancing. I didn’t do enough of it as I got older and I don’t know why. I loved how my body responded to music, but I always thought I needed a partner. Why couldn’t I be more like Wanda and just dance whenever the feeling struck me, even if it struck me at 2:00 A.M. on a Monday. Falling feels a little like dancing actually, with my body twisting and turning in response to the air whistling around me.

And then my life does flash before my eyes. I’m at a party. My girlfriends and I have just graduated from nursing school and we’re all dancing ecstatically to “Stuck on You” by Elvis Presley. Nothing mattered in that moment except being with my friends as we shook our bodies with abandon. I live in this moment of freedom and celebration and joy for what feels like an eternity.

Then I hit the ground.





1 May 6

First day of water aerobics and I have to ask myself, Am I in hell?





2 May 7

Day two and I’ve got another theory: Whoever invented water aerobics for seniors was a brilliant sociopath enacting revenge on the mother who abandoned him. I can’t imagine a more humiliating torture than forcing eighty-year-old women to do leg lifts in a public pool that doubles as a giant toilet for children learning to swim.





3 May 8

The elder abuse continues. This time with knee swings to the tune of Benny Goodman. When does Lina, our “instructor,” think we were all born? I grew up with the Rolling Stones for fuck’s sake. And I still say fuck. I’ve been saying it quite a lot lately as a matter of fact.





4 May 9

Today I meet Ginny, who LOVES water aerobics. She’s always smiling as she does her walk and squats, like all this bobbing up and down isn’t a total humiliation.

“I’m Ginny,” she says as we hoist ourselves out of the pool. She’s a large woman shaped like a pear, which I’ve always thought was the most unfortunate of body types. It’s like she’s two different people above and below the waterline. It looks like she’s swimming in a black slip, the kind I used to wear to bed when I dressed up for things like that. “Don’t you just love Lina?” she says, dabbing her face with her faded pink terry cloth towel. I don’t love Lina. I think Lina is a psychopath. She’s one of those women who spouts a lot of nonsense about “being your best self” while standing in front of us with bleach blond hair and a bikini. If this exercise is so good for us, why isn’t she in the pool doing it instead of standing on the pool deck so that all the male lifeguards can ogle her every time she shows us how to do cross-country sea legs.

“She’s lovely,” I say, and beat a hasty retreat to the locker room.





5 May 10

Ginny has latched onto me like a barnacle (and yes, I’m the whale in this metaphor). Now that we know most of the water aerobics routine (Lina is too lazy to change it or her big band swing soundtrack) we can chat as our arms and legs pump in the water. I learn that Ginny lives at Xanadu, an expensive senior home that my daughter Meg tried to get me into before she realized my meager pension wouldn’t cover the $12,000 a month rent for a tiny studio apartment. Ginny’s there because her husband was a doctor and the two of them sold their Palo Alto home to a couple of tech millionaires. After only six months in their new apartment, her husband died of an aggressive cancer. “It was a blessing,” Ginny says. I notice she uses that word a lot when she’s talking about life’s horrors, whether it’s her husband’s agonizing death or this water aerobics class. When she learns that I live with my underemployed daughter and her juvenile delinquent son, she describes my living situation as a blessing too. Lucky for her I’m so exhausted from our workout, or I’d wrap my towel around her neck and strangle her.





6 May 11

Meg either forgets to pick me up from the YMCA or forgets to tell me she can’t pick me up from the YMCA, so Ginny offers to drive me home. She’s got a nice, new Subaru that’s clean, roomy, and comes with heated seats, which feel great after getting out of the pool. When she turns the car on, John Denver’s fluttery voice fills the confined space, singing about mountains in the springtime. In a flash, I’m transported back to a camping trip Greg and I took back when we were still married. It was in the seventies when Meg was five. The memory jars me with its emotional impact. Most of the time when I think back to my early days as a wife and mother, it’s like watching a movie of someone else. But fucking John Denver makes me feel all the gratitude and hope I had back then. Greg’s sales job was going great, and Meg was curious and playful, always asking us questions we couldn’t answer. She was going to be so much better than me, with my high school diploma and dead-end job.

“You okay, Poppy?” Ginny asks, placing a hand on my knee.

I wipe away a tear and shake my head. “It’s this song,” I say. “It makes me think of my family.”

“They’re a blessing, aren’t they?”





7 May 12

Ginny and I go out to lunch after water aerobics. Her treat. We go to a fancy place with an outdoor patio, ivy-covered walls, and white tablecloths. The waiter is tall and handsome and a little rude, which I like. Honestly, I get tired of people being so nice to me all the time just because of my gray hair. The other day a man beat me to the pharmacy door and walked right in ahead of me. I almost thanked him.

Ginny orders a fancy salad and I follow her lead, even though I’d be happy with a plate of French fries. She tells me her life story, which is one blessing after another. She and her husband were happily married for forty years. No children, but a rich life of work, travel, and pets. Ginny was a kindergarten teacher, which I probably could have guessed on the first try. She still dresses as if she’s going to school, in large, brightly colored sweaters with bold patterns and designs. Today she’s wearing a cardigan with decorative roses and a blue-and-white striped shirt. I feel my eyes crossing just looking at it.

My outfit is less bright and sunny, as is my life story. Married at nineteen, divorced at twenty-six, remarried at thirty-one, divorced again at forty-two. One daughter, one grandson, and no great-grandkids (a true blessing). A life spent refilling paper in Xerox machines at various office jobs.

“How’d you get into water aerobics?” Ginny asks.

“My daughter says I need more exercise.”

“Don’t we all.”

“She’s a former drug addict,” I say, testing the limits of Ginny’s sweet disposition. She reaches across the table and grabs my hand, which I suppose is better than her saying Meg’s sobriety is a blessing.

“She’s clean now,” I say. “But it’s a struggle. She comes to the YMCA to work out and thought it would be something that might help me too. She says I’m prone to depression.”

“Are you?” Ginny asks.

“I think so. There’s lots to be depressed about.”

“Exercise can help with that, you know.”

“That’s what Meg says,” I say. “I come for her mostly. If she has to take me to water aerobics, then she has to come to the gym too.”

“What happened the other day?”

“She said she had to run some errands,” I say.

“And is that true?”

I shrug. “I hope so. I’m too old to parent her anymore. She turned fifty-three this year.”

“And her kids?”

“She’s just got the one. Jeremy. Dad’s not in the picture. Kid just stays in his room all day playing video games. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s a porn addict.”

“Oh dear,” Ginny says, shaking her head.

We sit in silence for a minute until Ginny starts complimenting her quinoa salad. That’s it, I think. In one short lunch I’ve frightened away Little Miss Sunshine with my life story. She will leave me alone after this.

Despite my hunger, I push my salad away. The thin slices of pear are not enough to balance the bitterness of the chicory. I grab another breadstick and bite down hard. “You can’t fix me,” I say silently to the fruits and vegetables on my plate. When I get home, I’ll make myself a grilled cheese and eat it in front of the TV. Maybe top it off with some ice cream, if Jeremy hasn’t finished the pint for breakfast.





8 May 12

That night, Xanadu is all over the local news.


TRAGEDY STRIKES XANADU RETIREMENT COMMUNITY AS RESIDENT FALLS TO HER DEATH

Xanadu Retirement Community is mourning the loss of one of its longtime residents, Cynthia Rhodes, 83, who tragically fell to her death from her tenth-floor balcony on Wednesday. Authorities have launched an investigation into the incident, though no details have been released yet.

Cynthia Rhodes, known affectionately as “Belcher” to her friends, had been a vibrant member of the community. Her unexpected death has left many residents in shock and sorrow.

While an investigation is ongoing, some residents have expressed concerns over Cynthia’s recent mental state. Friends reported that she had been noticeably depressed following some unsettling medical news. “She wasn’t herself lately,” remarked Barbara Vosovic, a close friend of Cynthia’s. “She seemed really down, but she always put on a brave face for us.”

However, Cynthia was also known for her spirited personality and resilience. Despite her struggles, she had recently found a new lease on life through a dating site. “Cynthia was a ball of energy,” said neighbor Bernard Kelly. “She’d just met someone special online and was excited about the future. It’s hard to believe she’s gone.”

Xanadu representatives have refused to comment on the incident, citing the ongoing investigation. “Our primary concern is the well-being of our residents,” a spokesperson stated briefly.

As the community grapples with this sudden loss, many residents are left with questions and memories of a woman who touched their lives with her energy and spunk. The investigation is expected to provide more clarity on the circumstances surrounding Cynthia’s tragic fall. In the meantime, the community has planned a memorial service to honor her memory and support those who knew her best.



The story only confirms my feelings that retirement homes are the depressing layovers to our final destination. When Meg first floated the idea of me moving into one, all I pictured was a sad place that reeked of piss and disinfectant, filled with lonely people who wandered the halls with vacant stares and rolling IV stands. This woman Cynthia probably couldn’t take it anymore and saw a ten-story plunge as her only way out.

But then I remember that Ginny lives at Xanadu and my feelings about the story change. Something about Cynthia’s death seems wrong to me. A vibrant robust woman throws herself off a tenth-story balcony? There’s something they’re not telling us here. I wonder how Ginny’s going to see the bright side of this story.

So, of course, I ask her about it the next day.





9 May 13

“It’s such a tragedy,” she says, once we’ve taken our positions in the pool. We bob in place waiting for Lina to arrive. “She was such a lovely woman.”

I want to ask how such a lovely woman gets “Belcher” as a nickname but that seems less important than finding out why she leaped from her tenth-floor balcony. “Do they know why she did it?” I ask instead.

Ginny shakes her head. “I heard she had advanced stage pancreatic cancer. Maybe she didn’t want to suffer through the last few months she had.”

“Did she have family?”

“Yes, a wonderful family. I’d see them eating dinner with her all the time.”

“And she was dating someone?”

“Yes. Steven, I think his name was. They were making plans to take a cruise.”

“Does he live at Xanadu?”

Ginny shakes her head. “I think they met online.”

“Did Cynthia have a lot of money?”

“I think she was comfortable.”

“Did she leave a note?”

“I don’t know,” Ginny says. “Listen to you. You sound like a regular police officer.”

“My father was a police officer,” I say, turning away.

“Maybe you get your inquisitive nature from him.”

I resist the urge to dunk my head below water. I’ve spent my whole life trying to escape my father. I don’t like being reminded that he might be hiding in my DNA somewhere.

I stop asking questions and busy myself adjusting a strap on my swimsuit. Where the hell is Lina, anyway? Does she think we have all day to sit in this ice bath? The water temperature is starting to give me the chills. Or maybe it’s Cynthia’s story. Why would a woman with Cynthia’s money, education, and close family ties end her life this way? California has legalized assisted suicide. Why not opt for a more ceremonial passing? Why go out alone by flinging yourself over the balcony in the middle of the night? People with the nickname Belcher don’t strike me as depressive loners. I know depressive loners. I see one every time I look in the mirror.

My thinking is interrupted by a new arrival. She walks onto the pool deck in a tight fitting, black swimsuit that showcases her nice hourglass figure. She’s wearing a black swim cap, noseclip, and blue-tinted goggles, which she pulls down from her forehead before hopping in. I think she’s going to join the swimmers at the other end, but she pushes her way into the front row of our group. When Lina finally shows up and starts class, the woman immediately puts us to shame with her strength and balance. She reminds me of one of those Russian swimmers we tried to ban from the Olympics for steroid use. I feel like we should start a similar campaign here as she is operating at a higher level than all the other bodies bobbing in the shallow end. Afterward I see her talking to Lina and wonder if they’re related. They have the same broad shoulders and strong thighs. The woman bosses our instructor around like a mother, too, giving her unwelcome advice, which Lina listens to, nodding politely.

Of course, the woman complains to everyone in the locker room.

“I thought this was supposed to be a workout,” she says, removing her swim cap and shaking out her dyed brown hair. Why women our age bother with colors and tints is a mystery to me. You can’t hide a wrinkled bit of fruit by dipping it in chocolate.

No one says anything, which makes Ginny feel bad, I’m sure.

“You’re in such good shape,” Ginny says. “I wish I had your stamina.”

“I was a competitive swimmer.”

“Maybe you should start an advanced water aerobics class,” I say, to which the woman nods. I don’t think she gets that I’m joking. “Advanced water aerobics” is about the best example of an oxymoron that I can think of.

“That’s a great idea,” Ginny says. “You could whip some of those new moms into shape.”

The woman grunts. “I’m too busy for that,” she says, grabbing her towel and walking into the shower. Ginny and I look at each other in mild surprise. We’ve been put in the same category as our workout—not worth this woman’s time or energy.





10 May 14

The woman returns the following day, this time with weights strapped on her ankles. They look like the monitor Meg had to wear after the judge granted her a compassionate release to take care of her newborn. She hops in the pool and marches to the front again, probably so she can intimidate Lina. I’ve got to say, this little drama has made these thirty minutes of torture more tolerable. It’s fun watching Lina try to maintain her enthusiasm in the face of this woman’s defiance. She follows Lina’s instructions, but at a pace that’s nearly double what the rest of us are doing. At the end of the session, she’s up in Lina’s face again sharing her feedback.

“You came back!” Ginny says, stating the obvious. We’re in the locker room changing.

“The time of the class works best with my husband’s physical therapy.”

“I’m Ginny.”

“Max,” the woman says.

Both women look at me. “Poppy,” I say.

“What kind of name is Poppy?” Max says.

“My mother loved flowers,” I say. “And Max?”

“My mother wanted a boy.”

“My mother named me after Queen Guinevere,” Ginny says. “But I’ve always been Ginny. Guess I can’t pull off that regal manner.”

“Not in that swimsuit,” Max says.

The room goes silent.

“That was a joke,” Max says.

“You’re funny,” I say, and I mean it but only in the strange and unusual sense. Max joking is like me stripping. We may want to please an audience, but our ineptitude creates the opposite effect of what’s intended.

Max leaves to shower and I stay with Ginny, who’s busying herself by rummaging through her gym bag. There’s really nothing I can say to make Ginny feel better. If I compliment her suit it will come across as pity. If I call Max a bitch it will come across as mean. So I ask her if she’d like to go to lunch.

“I’d love that,” she says. We skip the shower and leave before Max exits from her stall.





11 May 14

We meet Meg in the lobby. Her newly blond shag looks untouched, which doesn’t say a lot for her workout, and she’s talking to some mustached and muscle-bound man in a tank top with the words Boost a Move written in cartoonish script. The B and M letters are big and bold, making him look like a walking advertisement for pooping.

I introduce Meg and Ginny. The man doesn’t take his cue to leave. Meg doesn’t introduce us so we stand around awkwardly until Ginny says, “Don’t I know you?”

“Could be,” Mr. Mustache says. “I provide customized bodywork to many seniors in this area.” The man digs into his short shorts and pulls out a slightly damp business card and passes it to Ginny. Craig Bagatelos, Miracle Worker.

“You came to Xanadu and led us through some exercises.”

“I did,” Craig says. “Fancy place, Xanadu.”

“I like it,” Ginny says.

“Well, if you’re ever interested in some one-on-one personal training designed to build strength and balance while simultaneously improving your cardiovascular endurance, let me know.”

“Ginny and I are going out to lunch,” I say, putting an end to this sales pitch.

Meg sighs like this is some huge inconvenience. I don’t know if it’s just me, but it’s been very hard to see Meg as anything but a petulant teen. Those years were so difficult, they embedded in my brain, which seems a cruel punishment to inflict on a parent. If I could only think of Meg as a little girl with her giggles and squeals of delight, I’d probably be nicer. Part of me can never forgive her for becoming her own person though. That person being an asshole.

“Mom, I’ve been waiting,” she whines. She zips up her HSN jacket to just under her ample bosom, drawing Mr. Mustache’s attention just where she wants it.

“You have not,” I say. “My class ended five minutes ago.”

She looks at Craig and does an eye roll. Parents, am I right? they silently communicate to each other.

“Can Ginny drive you home?” Meg asks me.

“Ginny is standing right here,” I say. “You can ask her.”

“Sorry, Ginny,” Meg says. “Mom got a DUI last month so I worry.”

“I did not get a DUI,” I say, infuriated that she would bring this up in the lobby of the YMCA. “It was a wet reckless and it wasn’t my fault.”

Meg did this all the time as a young woman—try to make herself look better by making fun of me. At the time, I thought it was a phase she’d grow out of, like her sneaking the occasional cigarette out of my purse. But the habit, like her smoking, became a permanent part of her personality. I endured her mockery because, again like her smoking, I felt responsible. Somehow, I’d broken something in my daughter that made her need this crutch to feel better about herself.

I pull Ginny away to save her from any more embarrassment.

“Bring me back some leftovers!” Meg says as we walk out the double doors.

Ginny and I don’t say anything as we buckle in and pull out of the parking lot.

“Where do you want to go?” she asks.

I’m too upset to come up with a nice restaurant so I recommend a nearby Subway. Ginny drives to the mall where the sandwich store is located and circles the lot until she finds an open space. We walk in and get in line. Ginny is overwhelmed by the options and ends up taking forever. It’s embarrassing because she’s acting like a classic old person and I can feel the impatience of everyone in line behind us. She debates almost every single topping on display and rules them out for various gastrointestinal reasons. Finally, she decides on a turkey sandwich with mayo and lettuce. I want to pound my head against the cash register.

“I haven’t been to a Subway in ages,” she says as we sit down at a table near the window with a view of the parking lot. Back when I could drive, I’d sit here for hours and watch people fight over spaces.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t think of someplace nicer,” I say. “My daughter rattles my brain.”

“She seems lovely,” Ginny says.

“She’s terrible,” I say. “Just like Max. Don’t you hate bullies?”

Ginny doesn’t respond.

“I want to hear you say something bad about one of them,” I say, placing my sandwich down and folding my arms across my chest. I want her to know I mean business.

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“I can’t be your friend unless I know who annoys you.”

“I try to look on the bright side of things,” Ginny says. “Life’s too short.”

“Exactly. That’s why I don’t put up with assholes. Unless I have to. Meg’s an asshole, but she’s my daughter so there’s not much I can do. I’m the one who probably turned her into an asshole.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Ginny says.

“It is. I accept responsibility. I should have been more patient and nurturing. But that’s not in my nature. When she was little, I thought she’d turn me into a better person. I did all the things good mothers are supposed to do, became a regular Mary Poppins. But the thing about Mary Poppins is, once you take away her music and magic, she’s just a bossy bitch. Once Meg realized I couldn’t fly or talk to animals, she turned on me. After that, I became her sparring partner.”

Ginny gives me a sad, pitying look.

“Your turn,” I say. “Tell me who you hate.”

Ginny picks at her sandwich. “No one. I’ve been very blessed.”

“You were upset over what Max said. I saw it.”

“She touched a nerve, yes. But that’s my problem. I’m insecure about my weight.”

“Who cares?”

“I still care what I look like.”

“Why? Who do you have to impress?”

She leans forward and whispers, “I’ve started dating someone.”

“Really?” I say surprised. I’ve heard people my age date. Some even have sex. But I’ve never met one of them.

“We met on Senior Moments,” she says, adding, “It’s a dating site,” when she sees my blank expression. “That’s the reason I’m taking this class. I want to lose ten pounds before we meet in person.”

“How can you date someone you’ve never met in person?”

“It’s what everyone does these days,” she says.

It’s what Cynthia did, I want to say, but keep my mouth shut. I don’t want Ginny to think I’m obsessing over her neighbor’s death, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it since we last spoke. There have been no follow-up stories on the news, which I assume means the police aren’t opening an investigation. Still, I expected to see something about a lawsuit from the family. If an eighty-three-year-old woman can crawl over a balcony railing unassisted, doesn’t that indicate a safety violation?

“Poppy?” Ginny says, waving her hand in front of my face.

“Sorry,” I say, snapping back to our conversation. “What’s your boyfriend’s name?”

“Cristóbal.”

“Do you have a photo?”

Ginny scrolls through her phone and then hands it over so I can see. On the screen is a photo of Ricardo Montalbán, the original host of Fantasy Island. I don’t have my glasses on, but that’s what I see—a silver fox with dark, sexy eyes and a warm smile. The photo looks professional, not like the kind of selfies people my age take where there’s a thumbprint obscuring half the face. I swipe right and there’s a photo of Ginny on her bed in a voluminous nightgown, the kind Jane Austen probably slept in.

“Sexy,” I say, showing her the photo.

“Give it back,” she says, grabbing the phone and turning the same shade of pink as her tracksuit.

“You look great,” I say.

“You’re sweet,” Ginny says. “But you’re a liar.”

And that’s when I knew who Ginny hated: Ginny hated herself, which made me like her just a little more.

“He hasn’t asked you for money, has he?” I had a scammer contact me during COVID, claiming he was Jeremy and needed $5,000 to cover his medical expenses. The loser had hacked into some site that told him I had a grandson. What the site didn’t tell him was that my grandson lived in my basement and only made human contact when he needed more cereal.

“It’s nothing like that,” Ginny says. “He’s a wealthy restaurateur in Miami.”

“And he’s on a dating site?” Seems like a wealthy restaurateur would have his pick of sexy diners if he lived in Miami.

Ginny nods. “There are lots of wealthy people on Senior Moments,” she says. I catch a glimpse of Ginny’s purse and picture it loaded with expensive lotions and candies.

I pick up my sandwich and take a bite to stop my interrogation. Here’s the thing Ginny doesn’t know about me and that I’m not yet ready to reveal: My experience with bullies (father, husbands, bosses) has made me pretty good at sniffing them out. Max is clearly a bully and this boyfriend feels like one too. I don’t like that both Cynthia and Ginny met their boyfriends online, but that’s probably my paranoia talking. My father used to spin wild conspiracy theories from random coincidences all the time, mostly involving my mother. If she served him steak two nights in a row, it was because she had fallen in love with our butcher. If she wore jewelry to church, it was because she wanted to seduce a deacon. She couldn’t do anything without rousing his suspicion. I don’t want to repeat the same mistake with Ginny. Without more proof that Cristóbal is a lowlife, I decide to focus on the more immediate threat.

“I think we should pull a prank on Max,” I say. “Knock her off that pedestal she stands on.”





12 May 15

The next day, Max shows up with her swim cap, noseclip, goggles, and ankle weights. This time, she’s carrying tiny barbells as well. Why doesn’t this woman just go to the gym with all the other weight lifters and leave us alone? She could join Meg’s friend and spot him on the bench press, I’m sure.

After class, Max stays in the pool to swim laps. Ginny and I watch her while we towel ourselves dry. She’s got a nice stroke and glides through the water barely making a splash. When an older gentleman in swim trunks joins her lane, she laps him in no time. When she bumps up against his feet again, she sinks under the lane line and joins a faster swimmer next door.

Ginny and I head to the locker room. Before going into the showers, I pause at Max’s locker and point it out. “This is hers,” I say, fingering the lock.

“Poppy,” Ginny says in the admonishing tone she probably used with her kindergartners. “Leave her alone.”

“It’s a key lock,” I say. “I bet her memory is going.”

We shower in our bathing suits and emerge from our stalls toweled dry. Ginny has already changed into her clothes because she’s either modest, embarrassed, or efficient. We’re not like these Russian women who parade about the dressing rooms fully naked, their bodies like vanilla soft serve. Part of me respects their devil-may-care attitude and part of me resents it. Their personal freedom impacts my own, after all, as I’m forced to look away to maintain a neutral expression.

We pass Max on our way back to the locker room. She’s got a pinkish glow from her extended workout and smiles as she walks into the shower but doesn’t say anything. I notice that she’s left her locker open so I call Ginny over to have a peek inside. There’s a tracksuit, which she’s hung on the hooks inside. On the bottom is a fanny pack that I’m tempted to zip open to examine its contents. I pull out one of Max’s ankle weights and test its heft.

“These aren’t that heavy,” I say. “One or two pounds tops.” The weights are bright red with a Sporti label written in slanted script across the top. The soft fabric is filled with something synthetic and squishy.

“Put that back,” Ginny says, rushing over. She pulls me away before I can pry much further, which is a good thing because seconds later Max returns in a towel.

“Getting in an extra workout?” Ginny asks.

“I’m using water aerobics as my warm-up,” Max says, whipping off her towel to show us her body, which is impressively strong. I’m happy to see she sags in all the places her corset of a bathing suit covers. Still, I turn around when it’s my time to change. I pull on my clothes as quick as I can, feeling awkward and clumsy. Not for the first time do I wish we adopted the dress of a strict Islamic state.

When I turn around, Max is dressed in her tracksuit, cinching her fanny pack around her waist. She glances at an expensive-looking watch on her wrist and leaves without saying goodbye.

Meg isn’t in the lobby when we enter and Ginny offers to wait just in case she’s forgotten me again. I offer to buy Ginny something from the vending machine because I know she’s hungry after our workout.

“I don’t know how Max does it,” Ginny says, eyeing the selection before choosing a bag of chips. “I’m exhausted after our class.”

“She’s just showing off,” I say.

“If I was in that good of a shape, I’d show off too.”

Ginny rips the bag open just as Max emerges from the elevator down the hallway. She’s pushing a man in a wheelchair and I assume him to be her husband. Even sitting down, he’s an imposing figure with a thick neck and barrel chest. He’s dressed in a flannel shirt and cardigan. As she wheels him closer, I notice his hands shaking. Poor man must have Parkinson’s.

Just as I’m about to have my first sympathetic feeling for Max, she says to Ginny in passing, “If you want to lose weight, I’d stay away from those.”

“Who asked you?” I fire back.

Max stops and turns. “I was just trying to help,” she says.

Before either of us can respond, she gives her husband a shove and continues her way down the hallway and out the door.

“She’s right,” Ginny says, tossing the bag into the trash. “I need to eat better.”

“That woman can suck it, as my grandson is fond of saying.”

Suddenly an idea forms in my mind. Before Ginny can talk me out of it, I stomp over to the receptionist’s desk and ask to speak to the manager. A boy my grandson’s age comes out in full customer service mode. He’s got muscles bulging from his tight-fitting YMCA polo, but his eyes are kind and when he smiles he reveals a mouth of braces.

“How can I help you, ma’am?” he asks politely, his voice two octaves higher than I was anticipating.

“I don’t want to cause a fuss,” I say in my meekest old lady voice. “But there’s something I need to bring to your attention. Can we speak in private?”

I wave goodbye to Ginny, who’s standing in the lobby, wringing her hands. I’m not quite ready to bring her into my scheme yet. I’m not even sure it is a scheme to be honest. I’m running on pure malevolent instinct. I have enough self-awareness to know this isn’t healthy, but like any addict, I’m powerless to control myself. It feels too good to be in control of things for a change.

The boy leads me into his office and offers me a seat, which I don’t take.

“This won’t take a minute,” I say.

“What can I help you with?” he asks, leaning against his desk. I see a copy of Middlemarch sprouting sticky notes next to his fitness shake, which throws me. Everything would be so much easier if people just picked a personality lane and stayed in it.

“It’s kind of a delicate situation,” I say. “But I believe one of the girls in my water aerobics class has a bladder control problem.”
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After my meeting with the manager, I sit on the uncomfortable chairs in the lobby (an intentional purchase, I assume, for a gym that wants to discourage sitting) and wait for Meg to arrive. She’s ten minutes late, probably to get back at me for yesterday. She emerges from the women’s dressing room, stops to take a long sip from the water fountain, and then strolls leisurely toward me.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asks.

“Nothing,” I say.

“Why are you smiling like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re reading granddad’s obituary.”

“Don’t be silly,” I say. “Let’s go.”

We walk out together into the blinding light. Summer is right around the corner and I’m already dreading the heat and the longer days. Meg whips out a pair of sunglasses I’ve never seen before, forcing me to wonder if she’s been on another shopping spree. She gets in the car and cranks the air-conditioning and music. A rapper belts out some nonsense about getting jiggy with it and Meg bounces in her seat all the way home.



Home for us is a single-story tract house built in the fifties with a one-car garage and front porch. It was perfect when Greg and I were starting out, cozy in its small rooms and fenced-in backyard. But the place closed in on us as our family grew and intimacy turned into intrusion. We all had our places to escape the crowded chaos of the place: Meg would seal herself off in her room, I would smoke in the back garden, and Greg would hang out in bars and, eventually, other women’s apartments.

The house still feels cramped with Meg, Jeremy, and me, but at least we’re all adults and know how to give each other space. That doesn’t mean we don’t annoy each other. Meg and Jeremy say I watch TV at earsplitting volumes. I complain about Meg making a mess in the kitchen for me to clean up. Neither Meg nor I know what the hell Jeremy does in the basement all day, but whatever it is involves a lot of pot smoking. Either he thinks we can’t tell or he’s too stoned to care. I’m not sure which is worse.

When we get home from the gym, he’s got his head in the refrigerator searching for leftovers.

“Close the door, Jeremy,” Meg says. “You’re letting all the cold air out.”

I walk over to the cupboard, grab the last clean glass, and fill it with water.

“Where are those chicken cutlets you made for dinner last night?” he asks, head buried in the crisper drawer. The sweet aroma of cannabis emanates off his body like he’s been seasoned with herbs and spices. If I were the witch from Hansel and Gretel, I’d take this opportunity to push him in the oven.

“That was three nights ago and they’re all gone,” Meg answers, shoving him out of the way.

Jeremy straightens and as usual I’m amazed that someone so tall and skinny is related to me. I can see his mother’s freckled cheekbones and close-set blue eyes, but the rest of him comes from his father, a man I met only a few times before he joined the circus. That’s what I call it anyway. Meg always corrects me that he’s a roadie for a rock band that had a string of hits in the nineties and now plays country fairs and carnivals. It doesn’t really matter where the man is. All that matters is he’s gone.

Jeremy runs a hand through his mop of black hair and grabs a box of Triscuits (my Triscuits). Without saying another word, he heads back to his dungeon.

“Jeremy,” I say before he disappears. “I have a friend who just struck up a relationship with a man online. I’m worried the guy might not be on the up-and-up.”

Jeremy turns away and looks down the staircase that leads to his hovel. I can tell he’s fighting every instinct not to run down there and hide under the covers. “That’s a pretty safe bet,” he says.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because everyone lies on those dating sites.”

And with that he disappears.

I stare at Meg hoping she’ll call out his rudeness. When she doesn’t, I finish my water and place the empty glass in the sink.

“If anyone needs to get to the gym, it’s that boy,” I say. “He’s skin and bones.”

“Give him a break. He’s finding himself,” Meg says.

“In the basement? Seems like he should look elsewhere.”

“Everything you used to do in person, we do online now, Mom,” Meg reminds me. “Work, dating, even exercise.”

“I don’t think I’d count what he does down there as exercise,” I say. “Unless they’re now handing out gold medals for masturbation marathons.”

“Stop it,” Meg says.

“You don’t worry about him?” I ask.

“Of course I worry about him. I’m his mother. But he’s twenty-four years old. It’s not like I can tell him he’s grounded.”

Well, I’m not having any of it. I open the door and descend into the first circle of hell, which I believe is Limbo. The stairs creak so I grip the handrail to make sure I don’t tumble down into the darkness. The wood is smooth and I take some comfort in its solidity. This was a mighty oak once, I remind myself, happy in a forest before it was reduced to this meager existence.

The basement is dark, lit now by computer monitors. Jeremy sits at his desk at the other end of the room, adjusting a headset on his mop of hair. The place smells of dirty laundry, spilled soda, and something funky and sour. I don’t want to investigate or think about what it could be. There’s one window that looks out on our weedy backyard that I could open to provide some much-needed ventilation, but know that if I do, Jeremy will forget to close it and he’ll be consumed by raccoons.

When I reach the bottom, I flick on the light. Jeremy recoils, like I’ve just electrocuted him. And maybe I have. There are so many wires down here, snaking along the floor, each plugged into different power strips.

“Grandma!” Jeremy yells, spinning around in his office chair.

The room is a concrete bunker with a computer station, bed, and mini fridge. All my efforts to make the space more cozy, with carpets, posters, and—what was I thinking?—plants, have been rebuffed by Jeremy, who claims to be a brutalist, whatever that means.

“I need to talk to you,” I say.

“I’m busy,” he says, spinning back to his screens.

I walk over to the breaker box and fling open the metal door.

“Stop!” he says when he sees what I’m about to do. He removes his headset, closes his eyes, and takes a deep breath. “What do you want?”

I want you to treat me like a person. Someone deserving of attention. I want you to take an interest in my life. I may not have much of it left, you know, which is why you should get to know me. When I die, it will be too late and I’ll just exist as a set of pixels for you. We are connected, Jeremy! I want to scream. More than the people you interact with through that machine. I’m your flesh and blood and it should matter to you who I am because that’s how you’ll figure out who you are. Like it or not, you’ve got some of me in you. Isn’t that reason enough to want to care about me? Just a little?

I don’t say any of this of course. I also don’t fall back on my usual complaint that he could show a smidgen of respect toward the person who allows him to live rent free in her home. That’s a broken record he doesn’t listen to anymore.

“I want to know if my friend’s boyfriend is real,” I say.

“Do you have a photo?”

I shake my head.

Jeremy stares at me like he’s in the process of rebooting. Maybe he is part robot now. Maybe these machines have taken over his body like those aliens did in that movie.

“I know his first name, will that help?” I say. “It’s Cristóbal. He lives in Miami. He says he’s a restaurateur.”

Jeremy spins around and starts typing. I’m amazed at the swiftness and dexterity of his fingers as they move across the keyboard. He could have been a concert pianist, I think.

“What site did your friend meet him on?” Jeremy asks.

“Senior Moments,” I say, happy I remember this detail, although it’s hard to forget, it’s so stupid.

“He seems legit,” Jeremy says. “By that I mean, there’s a profile of a Cristóbal Rios who lives in Miami and owns a restaurant.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I say. That’s when I notice Jeremy looking at me with the same pitying look I gave him earlier when I thought about him dying a virgin in my basement.

“Grandma,” he says. “Just because this checks out, doesn’t mean it checks out.”

“Speak English, Jeremy.”

My grandson sighs. “If I wanted to, I could create a dating profile with your name and photo and scam some poor geezer into giving me all his money.”

“You wouldn’t do something like that, would you?”

“Of course not. I’m not a low-life asshole. But if I were, I could do it and the guy would never know he’s being catfished because all your info would check out.”

“Catfished?”

“When someone impersonates you online,” Jeremy says.

“But wouldn’t I get an alert or something saying I had created an account on a dating site?”

Jeremy sighs again and starts speaking as if I were a slow, dull child. “Only if I were dumb enough to use your real email, which I wouldn’t do because that would defeat the whole purpose of the scam.”

“So there’s no way of knowing?”
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