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Thank You, Laura

Charlie softly hummed the tune he’d strained to hear through the din of voices and dishes in the Gem’s dining room. His memory wasn’t what it used to be, but he knew it was “California Dreamin’,” one of his favorites from the sixties. He hummed, took his time climbing the stairs to the second floor, and pondered all the songs that perfectly reflected California: “California Girls,” “Hotel California,” “San Francisco,” “Folsom Prison Blues,” “Do You Know the Way to San Jose,” “It Never Rains in Southern California,” and “Sittin’ on the Dock of the Bay.” There were more tunes that captured his affection for his adopted state, his favorite place in the world, which he and Laura shared a love of for so many years.

Reminiscing about music distracted him from thinking about his afternoon and how he’d fill the hours that stretched in front of him. He had nothing to do until dinner, and the idea of reading or watching TV alone didn’t appeal to him. Lunch at the Gem’s dining room had been packed today, but he hadn’t seen Ken among the residents. Charlie figured his friend had eaten earlier or was taking a break from the noisy gathering place that featured nonstop gossip. Or maybe he was busy.

As soon as he stepped from the stairwell, he could see Ken’s apartment at the end of the long carpeted hallway and was intrigued to see the door quickly open. A tall, lanky guy wearing a gray hoodie entered Ken’s apartment and shut the door firmly behind him. That was strange since Charlie had only seen a few people, mostly women, go into Ken’s place. Charlie was curious and nosy and would get with Ken later to ask about the stranger.

A few doors down the hall from Ken’s, Charlie pulled his key from his pocket and paused to stare at the thing hanging in front of him. It was April and the shabby wreath was decorated with holly berries; red and green velvet ribbons and miniature pinecones looked back at him. Charlie was surprised that no one had complained yet but figured those in mourning were given a grace period before being reported to the administration.

Laura brought the tacky-looking thing home a few years ago from the thrift shop where she’d volunteered. “What do you think, Charlie?” she’d asked.

“It’s hideous, Laura. Where’s it going?”

“I knew you’d think it was ugly. But I like it and that’s all that matters, right?”

He’d grimaced, and Laura had responded with her hearty laugh. “It’s going on our front door.”

He wistfully recalled Laura’s quirky taste and enthusiasm for the diverse hobbies she’d tried in their fifty-five years together. She’d dabbled in cross-stitch, embroidery, pottery, knitting, and stuff he couldn’t remember. He hadn’t had the energy or desire to donate her clothes or craft junk yet. He dreaded the empty and quiet apartment, so he headed to the back stairs that led down one flight and out to the courtyard. He sat on the bench he and Laura had claimed as their own, looked up at the cloudless sky, and sighed.

Charlie and Laura knew the names of the plants and trees on the Gem’s property, and though they sometimes disagreed about what was native to Southern California, they always agreed on what was beautiful. Bird of paradise, bougainvillea, lady palms, pygmy date palms, and weeping bottlebrush were abundant in the garden. Charlie stared at the magenta bougainvillea and then dropped his head. Hunched over with his hands flat on his knees, he watched his tears drop onto his hands and freshly pressed jeans.

Laura had wanted him to be happy and had told him to move on with his life, but she hadn’t told him how to do it, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to figure it out. He pulled his handkerchief out of his pants pocket, wiped his face, and gazed around the peaceful courtyard.

The couple had moved to La Gema del Pacifico, also known as the Gem, an independent living community, four years earlier, after much prodding from Laura. Charlie liked his stuff, his space, and his yard, and he’d been reluctant to give it up for the old people’s home. It was the last home, the place where people died, and he wanted to avoid it as long as possible. But Laura was ready, wouldn’t budge, and her upbeat attitude finally wore him down. That was what over half a century of wedded bliss did to you.

Downsizing was the hardest part, but once they’d moved to the new community, they embraced their new lifestyle, which didn’t include lawns to mow or weeds to pull. They loved the freedom that came with living in an apartment and the opportunities to socialize with other residents. Bingo, book clubs, exercise classes, excursions to the movies, and trips to the local casino kept them busy. On quieter days, they’d walk the few blocks to the beach or get coffee at one of the local cafés.

When Laura had become too weak to walk on her own, she’d insisted she felt well enough to visit the courtyard to see the gardens and try to figure out what had recently been planted. Charlie would hold her arm and steady her as she used a walker. During the last month of her life, as the cancer raged inside her, she’d used a wheelchair.

Then Charlie would gently help her up from the recliner and move her to the rented wheelchair, wrap her up in two blankets, and place a bright blue knitted cap on her head. The hat was a gift from a friend at the Gem’s weekly crafting class. Charlie shook his head to try and clear his mind of the recent memories of his once-vibrant wife, bundled up, tiny, and frail in the chair.

Laura had never used illegal drugs and enjoyed wine but avoided liquor, so when she was offered narcotics, she resisted taking them. When she told Dr. Moreno she didn’t want to take the morphine she’d been prescribed, the doctor suggested she try CBD or THC for pain and to help her sleep.

“You want to give it a try, Laura?” Charlie had asked her after the appointment, hoping she’d agree to take something other than over-the-counter pain medication.

“Well, I don’t know. Why not? I guess if she’s recommending it, it can’t hurt. But we can’t tell anyone! I don’t want people to think I’m a druggie.” Laura had slyly winked at her husband.

Charlie had chuckled. “You want to smoke it or eat it? Whatever you want to do, I’m in and I’ll get whatever you need, Laura.”

Laura’s cancer diagnosis had caught them off guard, and after they’d gotten past the initial shock, they decided to embrace whatever time she had left. They took a vacation to Hawaii and a weekend trip to San Francisco. Their son Steven and grandson Tyler joined them on a long-overdue family trip to Yosemite National Park.

The doctor’s office had recommended a local delivery guy who had experience with the dispensaries in the area. Charlie thought he was on the sketchy side but used him until he became unreliable, showing up late or not at all. Charlie figured he could do what the guy did and checked the Internet for local dispensaries. He’d settled on the ReLeaf Center and made the thirty-mile round trip to the store every couple of weeks for almost a year.

ReLeaf was owned by a local couple who treated their customers like family and patiently answered all the crazy and uninformed questions from their clients. Initially, Charlie had a long list of questions but learned more about the products each time he visited. He considered returning now that things had settled down and wondered if Ken needed anything for his knees.

All the residents he knew had arthritis and other age-related ailments that caused pain and insomnia, and he wondered if they knew about the products. THC hadn’t come up in any conversations he’d had, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be interested. Charlie’s generation had always been more into drinking than taking drugs, but who wouldn’t want to use something legal to relieve pain? Now that he had more time, he could help the residents, and why not? He was familiar with the products and knew where to shop. Could he buy and sell a few things and make a profit?

He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the small notebook and pen he always carried with him. It was a habit he’d acquired in college and held on to during his career as an accountant. Being a certified public accountant at a small firm doing taxes wasn’t exciting, but he’d managed to pay their bills and save enough for a comfortable retirement for him and Laura. They’d also been able to pay for most of Steven’s college costs. He scribbled a few notes to himself, stood up, looked east toward the canyon rimmed with eucalyptus trees, and then glanced back at the Purple Queen bougainvillea.

“Thank you, Laura,” he whispered.

*

Still not in the mood for the depressing apartment and eager to talk with Ken, Charlie walked quickly down the hushed hallway to Ken’s place.

“Hey, Ken! Ken!”

Charlie put his ear against the door and listened to the TV blaring The Price I Right, one of Ken’s favorites. Ken was almost deaf, but he refused to wear a hearing aid. Charlie knocked three times, and when there was no answer, he knocked again and pushed the doorbell for good measure. Ken complained when he did it, but Charlie thought that if he was obnoxious enough, it might convince his friend to get a hearing aid. Besides, Ken was just fun to tease.

Charlie rang the doorbell again.

“What! Why are you yelling? I knew you were out here.” Ken opened the door a few inches and peeked at Charlie.

“Well, why didn’t you open the door?”

“I’m opening it now,” Ken muttered under his breath.

The front door opened directly into a small living room crowded with bookshelves, a love seat, and a recliner draped with a small blanket that resembled a blue and white picnic tablecloth. To the left, a counter with two stools separated the galley kitchen from the living area. Charlie glanced at the counter covered with loose bits of cut-up onions, knives, a soup ladle, and Ken’s favorite Dutch oven on the stovetop. He inhaled deeply. “Mmm. What’s on for today? Smells hearty and spicy.”

“It’s my famous red beans and rice with some smoked sausage.”

Ken had been a professional chef and spent his adult life running kitchens in local diners and even restaurants in five-star hotels. He was still known for his innovative recipes, and once a year, he prepared an elaborate dinner for the residents. He often spent months researching recipes and experimenting with them in his own kitchen. The residents and staff looked forward to Ken’s culinary delights and talked about the full-course meals for months.

“Man, my knees are killing me today. I hate that walker, but I can’t seem to do much without it. Who would have thought being a chef would be so hard on a body?” Ken frowned down at the walker as he moved from the door to his chair.

“Yeah, this aging gracefully thing isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” Charlie didn’t use a walker or a cane, but he wasn’t immune to aches and pains, which had increased as he aged. “So, what’s going on, Ken? Who was that guy?”

Ken slowly lowered himself into his overstuffed leather recliner as Charlie settled onto the matching love seat. He looked over at Charlie with a blank look on his face. “Huh? What are you talking about?”

“Ah, come on. I saw him at your door earlier today.”

“Okay, okay.” Ken rubbed his knees and winced. “He’s a delivery guy for a local dispensary that I found online. I thought I would try a few products, so I got some lotion and toffee edibles.”

“Good for you, man. I’m happy to hear it. No tincture?”

“No, not yet.”

“How about a joint?” Charlie laughed. Like Laura, he had never tried drugs and wasn’t interested, but maybe Ken would enjoy a smoke or a toke or whatever it was called.

“What? Smoke it on the balcony? That might be fun. Think about the looks on the neighbors’ faces. It would be hilarious. I wonder how long it would take for someone to report me to admin.” Ken tried his best to mimic rolling a joint and then leaned back in the recliner, and with his fingers to his mouth, he imitated puffing and blowing out smoke.

“You’re crazy, old man! But, seriously, have you ever thought about making your own edibles? Maybe brownies or cookies?”

“No. But you might have something there. I just have no idea where to start.”

Charlie pulled out his new smartphone and pointed at the screen. “You familiar with Google?”

“Who are you talking to? Where do you think I get my recipes these days?”

“I just didn’t know you were that tech savvy, that’s all.”

“You don’t have to be savvy to use the Internet.”

“Just messing with you. I’m thinking about something, Ken.” Charlie paused. “Something that would help a lot of our friends here.”

“What’s up your sleeve?”

“I want to try and buy and sell products. So many people we know are in pain, and they don’t know what’s out there. Yeah, it’s legal now, but it’s just something we haven’t had experience with. We’re too old, I guess.”

Ken looked over at Charlie and raised his eyebrows. “I’m not disagreeing with you but just wondering how you’d do it.”

“I just sketched out a business plan.” Charlie pulled his notebook from his pocket and waved it at Ken. “Look here.”

“A plan, huh? Pretty official for an old, retired guy.” Ken laughed.

“You know me, all about business and accounting.” Charlie flipped the pages of the notebook until he found his last page of notes.

Ken grinned and pointed at the notebook. “Tell me more. What products would you get if you don’t buy doobies or whatever they call it these days?”

“I’m thinking we can start with tincture, lotion, and edibles.” Charlie stared at Ken with a serious expression.

“We?” Ken smirked.

“Yeah, man. Aren’t you in?” Charlie leaned toward Ken and implored him to join in. “Come on.”

“Ummmmm . . .” Ken slowly shook his head.

“I need your strong guidance and sage advice.”

Ken rolled his eyes. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Charlie.”

“No, really, I need you to help keep me out of trouble. I want you to make the edibles. You’re such a great cook. Come on, let’s do this. You’re not busy, are you? It’s not as if the ladies are knocking down your door.”

“I don’t know. I might end up eating the profits.” Ken rubbed his round belly. “I’ll ignore the last thing you said. I had a date last week.”

“And how’d that go? Come on, Ken!”

“All right, I’ll think on it. Will there be a profit margin?”

“Of course. We’ll make a couple of bucks. Enough for a cup of coffee,” Charlie joked. “I’ll go work on the plan and get with you tomorrow.” He stood up, eager to leave and get started.

“Just one more thing, Charlie. I know you just started down this path, but do you know if buying and selling is legal? I know the products are legal, but is there anything official we need to resell them? I don’t want to get into trouble with the Gem or the law.”

Charlie had the same questions but wanted Ken to be committed to the project before he gathered the facts. He figured that once he was in, it would be more difficult for him to back out. “Well, I don’t think it’s illegal, but I can do some research and let you know, okay?”

“All right, but let me know soon,” Ken said sternly.

“Will do,” Charlie quickly replied and pointed at the bottle on Ken’s coffee table. “Are you going to use the lotion?”

“I’ll start using it today. My new goal is to minimize my pain enough so I can dance through at least one song.”

“Well, all right, Ken. I will support and encourage you to meet that goal.”

“You know that piece who lives down the hall? What’s her name? I always forget her name, but not those legs. I want to dance with that one. Legs like she’s fifty!” Ken wolf-whistled.

“She’s an amazing dancer. You doing the twist would be a sight to see. Remember the twist?” Charlie gave Ken a sly look, scooted to the edge of the sofa, slowly stood, and moved so he was directly in front of Ken. He planted his feet about a foot apart, bent his knees, swiveled his hips side to side, and then added the left-to-right arm movements.

Ken watched and snickered while Charlie did his best version of the popular dance. “Come on, baby. Let’s do the twist.” He erupted into song, and Charlie joined in before he collapsed on the sofa. “You’re no Chubby Checker, but you do have a little rhythm.”

“Thanks, dance coach!” Charlie rubbed his right hip and winced. “Guess I’ll be using some lotion tonight, too. So, Ken, use the lotion daily and you should see some relief in a week.”

“All right. It’s worth a try. I was hoping to get out on the patio and have a nice smoke, but obviously you don’t think that’s a good idea so the lotion will have to do. Supper’s almost ready. Want to stay?”

“No, thanks. I had a big lunch in the dining room. Thanks anyway. See you tomorrow.” Charlie stood up and reached over to shake his friend’s hand. “Deal?”

“Sure. Deal, old man.”

Charlie closed the door softly behind him while Ken reclined his chair and unmuted the TV to watch the last few minutes of his show.

Charlie heard the losing horn and the audience’s groans from the hallway. He laughed to himself and figured it was a good thing that most folks at the Gem were a little hard of hearing.
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Sales Discussion

It wasn’t in Charlie’s nature to speed, but he made it back to the Gem in record time. Traffic was light for a Sunday, and the drive gave Charlie time to think about his business opportunities. He also wondered what Laura would think but didn’t dwell on that because he wasn’t sure if she’d approve of his plans. He parked in his assigned spot, took the gym bag out of the trunk, and headed straight for Ken’s apartment. He’d almost made it without running into another resident until he was a few feet from Ken’s. He tried to rush past his neighbor, who was shuffling down the quiet hallway. He wanted to say a quick hello and avoid a conversation, but politeness took over, as it typically did with him.

“Hey, Dorothy. How’s Bandido doing today? He’s looking a bit better.”

Dorothy held Bandido, swaddled in a striped sarape, close to her body. He looked pale next to the bright red, orange, yellow, and black stripes of the blanket. The spoiled chihuahua had broken his leg and endured some complicated surgery last week. The residents, feeling sorry for his owner, had adopted him as the Gem mascot. A prayer vigil was held, and the knitting ladies hosted an elaborate welcome-home party, complete with balloons and a dog-shaped cake. Another committee started a schedule for treats and gifts.

Charlie grudgingly did his part by giving Bandido a cheap throw toy from Walmart. He considered adding CBD treats to the gift bag but thought better of it. He’d spent hours doing Internet research and had been surprised by how many CBD products were made for dogs and cats. He didn’t know Dorothy very well but doubted she’d appreciate the value of CBD biscuits.

“Oh, he’s ornery as ever,” Dorothy said. “I will take him back to the vet later this week for his follow-up appointment. He’ll be good as new soon!”

“Great. Well, keep us updated.” Charlie didn’t doubt there would be updates. There were daily Bandido updates posted on the dining room bulletin board, and the activities director sent an email every two weeks. He grinned as Dorothy cuddled Bandido and headed to her apartment.

Charlie lifted his hand to pound on Ken’s door and was surprised to find it slightly ajar. He pushed it open an inch and listened before he peeked in and then tentatively entered and closed the door behind him. In a place like the Gem, all the residents worried about falling or, worse, having a stroke when they were alone in their apartments. Ken was too proud to wear a medical alert necklace and ignored the recommendations that the Gem personnel made to all residents, especially those with bad hips and knees. Ken wasn’t alone in not accepting the realities of aging, despite his creaking knees painfully reminding him daily.

“Hey, Ken,” Charlie yelled as he looked around the small living room and kitchen. He was relieved to see his friend sitting on his balcony, his back to the sliding glass door, puffing on a cigar. He tapped on the glass door and joined Ken at the small patio table. “Did you know your door was open?”

“Really? Oh, I guess I forgot to close it after I came back from emptying my trash.”

“You’re lucky one of your lady friends didn’t break in and accost you.”

“Ha. You got jokes. I think I could hold my own with any of the residents. Not sure about the staff, though. They’re a tough bunch.” Ken punched his left fist into the air.

“You ever fight, Ken?”

“In the ring?”

“Yeah.”

“Nah. Just the normal kid stuff.”

“I think I had one fight when I was in high school. I lost and became a pacifist.” Charlie closed his eyes for a moment and could almost feel his bloody nose and busted lip, the result of a clash with an upperclassman sixty-eight years earlier. Funny, the things you recalled in your old age.

“I pegged you for one of those.” Ken lifted his hands and gave Charlie two peace signs.

The men laughed and looked out at the cloudless sky while Ken puffed his cigar. Charlie looked longingly at the cigar, pulled the small cedar wood humidor across the table, opened it, raised it close to his face, and inhaled deeply. “Ahh, Padron. One of my favorites.”

“Help yourself.”

“I’d love to but can’t. Doc told me to give them up a couple of years ago. She lectured me about the effects of smoking and sent me on my way with a healthy heart brochure. It sure is tempting, though.”

“I enjoy a good cigar occasionally, but I have to be careful since smoking is a crime punishable by something around here. What is the punishment for smoking?”

“Banishment? Lack of privileges?” Charlie shrugged.

“What privileges?”

“I don’t know. Maybe no dances or trips?”

“I could live with that if it wasn’t permanent. This is worth it.” Ken tapped his cigar in the ashtray. “Knock on wood, no one has reported me yet.”

“I promise to not tell on you. Maybe your neighbors have lost their sense of smell.”

“Who knows? It gives me a little pleasure and I’m not ready to give it up yet.”

“I understand. Seems like the older we get, the less fun we can have.”

“Yep. The price we pay for growing old.”

“I might get me some extra flower and rolling papers and smoke a doobie.” With his chubby fingers, Ken mimicked rolling a joint.

Charlie smirked. “You ever roll one?”

“Nope. Never smoked one, either, but there’s a first time for everything, right?”

“Right. It might be our responsibility to try our products before we sell them.”

While Ken smoked, Charlie updated him on his trip to the dispensary. “It was good to see Zach again, and he helped me figure out what to get. The flower was expensive, so I ended up buying half an ounce. Can you do something with that amount?”

“I can figure it out. We just won’t have as many homemade edibles to sell.”

“All right. I also got some tincture, balm, patches, chocolate sugar-free edibles, and gummies. Let me get my bag and I can show you everything.” Charlie grabbed his gym bag from where he’d placed it by the front door and rejoined Ken on the balcony. “Here we go.” He placed the products on the table and explained how each was used and how they could benefit the residents. “Did we say that we’d call the residents and tell them about the products?”

“I guess that’s what we decided. You change your mind?” Ken asked.

“I was thinking it might be easier to have a meeting and display the products and explain their benefits. We can sell what we have and take orders. Thoughts?”

“I like it. Where would we do it?”

“We could reserve a meeting room, but I’m sure we’d need to tell admin the purpose of our meeting.”

“You betcha. You don’t want to lie to admin, do you?”

“Not really.”

“We could use one of our apartments. Yours is bigger.”

“True. And I don’t have as much stuff as you do, Ken.” Charlie glanced around the cramped yet cozy apartment.

Ken glared at Charlie. “I’m not sure how to take that. Is that a compliment?”

“You’re just more of a pack rat, what with all your cookbooks and mementos from around the world. I have a few plants that may or may not survive.”

“Your place is a bit austere.”

“Austere? I prefer minimalist, my friend.”

“All right, whatever you say, Charlie. Still, your place is larger.”

“Let’s have a meeting at my place, then. How should we let them know?”

“Make flyers?” Ken asked.

“Great idea. But we’ve got to be discreet when we give them out.” Charlie scribbled “flyers” in his notebook. “Who should we start with?”

“Ah. Good question.”

“We could start with the knitting ladies.”

“Ah, my favorite ladies. What should I do?”

“Stay away from the ladies,” Charlie warned.

Ken glared at Charlie. “What? How is that a plan?”

“That’s a plan so you can stay focused.”

“You got a point there, Charlie. I have a doctor’s appointment later this week and I can talk with some of the other residents on the shuttle.”

“Great idea. I knew you were full of ideas.”

“I’ll make the flyer,” Charlie said.

“All right. When do you want to have the meeting?” Ken asked.

“What are you doing Friday afternoon?”

Ken looked at his cell phone as if to check his calendar. “I’m pretty busy. Yep, busy on Friday.”

“Well, when can you do it?” Charlie asked impatiently.

When Ken didn’t respond, Charlie looked up from his notebook and saw Ken’s amused expression. “Man, you always get me.” Charlie shook his head.

“I do, and it’s always fun.”

“Friday at three at my place. In between lunch and dinner. I’ll make sure my apartment is presentable.”

“I bet you won’t have to do too much.”

“You’re right. It’s tidy. I’ll bring the flyers by later this afternoon.”

“I can’t believe we’re really doing this,” Ken said.

“Yeah, neither can I.”
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Contacting Customers

Charlie woke up before his alarm clock buzzed. Without thinking, he reached over to caress Laura’s arm and grasp her hand. He opened his eyes, wrapped his arms around her fluffy down pillow, and pulled it close to his body. He inhaled deeply and caught just the slightest hint of Opium perfume. His wife had loved trying different scents, but the spicy classic was her favorite.

He turned onto his back, stared at the ceiling, and wondered if he’d ever stop reaching for his wife. After Laura’s death and the intimate celebration-of-life service they’d held for her, he’d turned inward and didn’t leave his darkened apartment for a month, except to pick up his meals from the dining room. He opened and shut his door every morning so Gem security could check him off their list as alive. The Gem had a rule that every resident had to open their door by 9:00 a.m. daily to signal they were okay. If the door didn’t open, a visit from security or admin was your reward for forgetting.

Charlie sighed as he raised himself and sat on the side of the unmade bed, lost in thought. He lowered himself to the floor and did his back and leg stretches and tried to distract himself from his sadness. In the first month, nothing distracted him from the ever-present darkness, the grief that surrounded him. It was constant and invasive. His grandson and son worried but tried
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Epilogue

One Year Later

*

Charlie grew into the role of leading the mentor program for new residents and finds the volunteer position challenging and gratifying. He made a renewed commitment to spend more time with his son and grandson, and they now see each other at least monthly. Once a week, he and Mary venture out and try new restaurants. Sometimes they even invite their friends, Ken and his current girlfriend, and Alfred and Dorothy.

Ken finally listened to his doctor’s advice, lost weight, and diligently met with his physical therapist. Based on his improved health, surgery was not necessary. He finished his cookbook, Cooking for a Crowd: Unique Meals for the Independent Living Community, which became a big hit at the Gem and other retirement communities in the county. He always wears his medical alert necklace, and after being cajoled by Charlie, he got a hearing aid.

Alfred sought counseling for depression, something he had struggled with for most of his life. He was surprised but pleased that the therapy helped him, and he feels more positive than he has in a long time. He, Dorothy, and Bandido are close, and they often spend time at the dog park or walking the paths around the Gem.

Amy celebrated a promotion from Residential Care Director to Administrator and moved to a bigger office with more room for her plants and photos. Despite the promotion, she continues to spend time in the community and stay connected with the residents and staff.

The Gem, aka La Gema Del Pacifico, remains a place of hope where the residents thrive, find love, embrace friendship, experience pain and sorrow, and always manage to find a bit of joy.
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