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“Who better than Mardo Williams to convey the
uncertainty and fulfillment of love between senior citizens?
Williams' writing shows a ready wit, and neither Dixie nor Morgan
is spared from comic consequences. One Last Dance is charming and
touching. That the main characters are willful and stubborn does
little to diminish their appeal.” —Barbara McIntyre, Akron
Beacon-Journal

 


“The Williamses
introduce us to Morgan, a handsome curmudgeon, still running from
his past, and Dixie, a lovely social butterfly, who is still
grieving hers. Their disastrous meeting started with smeared cake
frosting and developed into a moving tribute that love conquers all
pain. Williams and his daughters have achieved a thing of beauty.
Do yourself a favor, snuggle up in a chair and enjoy this hallmark
of senior romance.” —Debra Kiefat, ArmchairInterviews.com

 


“His final deadline came too soon, but Mardo
Williams made sure his novel had a happy ending. One Last Dance, a
wry novel about late-in-life romance…includes conflict, mystery,
and scandal. His writing style is concise, heavy on dialogue, &
leavened with humor.” —Mark Ellis, Columbus Dispatch

 


“A sweepingly elegant romance, One Last Dance
celebrates the importance of living in the moment and never giving
up in the search for love. Emotion and hope surge from the pages,
in this novel that leaves the reader feeling invigorated and
enthusiastic about life.” —Jim Cox, MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW

 


“It’s been a long time since
I have enjoyed a novel as much as I did Mardo Williams’ One Last
Dance. It’s full of wit, wisdom, lust and love. It’s also as real
as life itself, and a guide for anyone who hopes to live as long as
its main characters.” —Alice Hornbaker,
former journalist, Cincinnati Post

 


I loved it. The intrigue
added by Morgan’s questionable past and the suspense created by the
vengeful stranger kept me reading. One Last
Dance also captures young people-at-risk.
demonstrating that with help, caring, and luck, they don't have to
become throw-away kids. It’s really a book for all ages.”
—Leslie Snyder, retired English teacher/drug &
alcohol counselor
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Foreword




When our dad, Mardo Williams, was 92, he sat
down at his computer and began his first novel. How hard could it
be? He’d been a writer for over seventy years, first as a
journalist, then as a teller of tales. He was writing One Last
Dance, he said, to inspire old folks not to sit in a corner and
wait for life to happen, but to go full speed at life, and yes,
even have a love affair.

At first he was a widower, living with a
“significant other,” a woman he’d become reacquainted with while
touring with Maude (1883-1993): She Grew Up with the
Country, his biography/memoir about his mother, written by him
at 88 and published by Calliope Press in 1996. The way Dad tells
it, “Anne invaded my home on the pretext that I autograph her copy
of Maude. We talked of past experiences at the Columbus
Dispatch, where we’d both worked. Then she threw her arms around me
and suggested we share the lonely moments of our lives together.”
For parts of two years they shared living quarters, expenses and
chores, saw movies, and even went to dances when, as Dad once
laughed, she wasn’t “too weak to hold me up.”

Dad wrote much of this novel between media
engagements, book signings, and hospitalizations. He more than
believed in the book. He was consumed by it. He kept plugging away
at it despite hip replacement and sinus surgeries, congestive heart
failure, and pneumonia that wouldn’t go away. He had a great deal
he wanted to say about the landscape of aging, and what it means to
be in your nineties with the body failing and the mind and spirit
still wanting it all. And he wanted to say it as humorously as
possible. Blind from macular degeneration, he was forced to dictate
the last chapters of the first draft.

The three of us planned to work together on
the second draft, our now sightless Dad revising as we read aloud
to him, chapter by chapter.

For some time, he’d mulled over how the book
should end, upbeat or down or in between. He decided he wanted a
positive ending and was going to dictate it to us when we three
next met. He insisted we finish the book if he couldn’t. We
promised. Dad died two weeks before we were to start revisions. He
was 95.

The two main characters were 100% there. We
fleshed out a few others. We completed the ending using his notes.
If we reached an impasse, we reread his manuscript and found the
clues we needed to continue. Dad’s presence was palpable. He was
our guide and our inspiration. This is his story, the way he wanted
to tell it.

“There’s no such thing as being too old,” Dad
once told an interviewer. “Life is for the living, no matter what
our age or condition. If we can sing, we should sing. If we can
write, we should write. We should always be in search of a new
experience, always be ready to commit ourselves to a new
interest.”

He lived this philosophy right up to the day
of his death, February 3, 2001.

 


~~~~~~~~~~

 


 


 


BOOK I: Getting Together





Chapter 1

A Violent Encounter

 


At first Morgan saw only movement; colorless
shapes milling about. They turned into people.

A woman using a walker labored his way. Her
eyes were anxious, her ankles so swollen that her legs looked like
thick poles. A pinch-faced gentleman leaned on a counter behind
which a receptionist sat. “Where’s my wife?” he asked petulantly.
Two women, slumped side by side on the couch like two rag dolls,
stared forlornly into space.

Morgan took his handkerchief from his pocket
and patted his forehead. What am I doing here? I’m too young for
this. He whirled around in a panic and dashed back through the
double doors, heading for the sunshine.

At the same time a woman in a yellow dress
hurried up the walkway. The two strangers collided.

Morgan’s spectacles were knocked askew. The
large white box the woman held so carefully in front of her flipped
and was crushed against her chest. She stumbled and almost fell.
When he grabbed her by the arm to steady her, she pulled away,
clutching at the box as it slowly slid down the front of her,
opening as it went, leaving blobs of white and red icing on her
bright yellow dress. “Oh, no,” she wailed. “Look what you’ve done.”
Chunks of white cake with red and yellow roses smeared the sidewalk
leading up to the entrance.

Her face turned pink. She called out to a
passerby, “He’s ruined the cake for Effie’s party.”

Morgan, still stunned by the collision, took
off his glasses and tried to bend the earpiece back in shape. It
snapped. He stuffed it in his pocket and held his glasses on with
one hand as he looked down at his pants leg, streaked with
icing.

She gave him a scorching glance. “If you
hadn’t jerked my arm. . . ” Tears welled in her eyes. “Now we have
no cake for Effie’s party.”

“Let me pay you for the cake.” Flustered, he
drew out his wallet, cracked it open, and held out a twenty dollar
bill.

She ignored the bill in his outstretched
hand. Her gray-blonde curls bounced as she rummaged furiously in
the purse hanging from her shoulder.

She’s pretty high strung, he thought. Feeling
like a fool, he put away the money. His glasses felt lopsided on
his face. He took them off and jammed them in his pocket with the
broken earpiece.

“You’ve also ruined my dress,” she snapped,
whipping a handkerchief from her bag and scrubbing at grease stains
on her shoulder.

“You nearly broke my glasses,” Morgan
spluttered. “And this is my new suit.” She had a spot of icing on
her cheek. He resisted the urge to reach over and brush it
away.

Half the cake was still in the box and the
message was almost intact: appy 100th Birth. “Some of this may be
salvageable,” Morgan grunted, feeling more and more embarrassed as
he became aware that people on their way in and out of the center
were stopping to gawk.

He heard a passerby say, “Looks like just
another domestic argument.” A man plunked himself down on a nearby
bench to watch. “Poor devil,” he said to a lady beside him. “She’s
trying to get rid of him. She’ll visit him here once a week and
someone else will do the dirty work.”

“That’s unfair,” the lady broke in. “You
think women are to blame for everything wrong in this world.”

Did they think he was here for their
entertainment? “Why don’t you folks go on home?” he flared. “This
is just between me and”—he groped for a word—“the broad.” He
stooped, jiggling the cake box to shift the broken pieces toward
the middle. With some smoothing-over of the icing to connect the
chunks, there’d be a perfectly healthy-looking half a cake.

Just then she bent to rub the icing off her
skirt. Her shoulder bag slid down her arm, knocking him on the side
of the head.

He looked up in surprise as a cascade of
cosmetics, credit cards, a checkbook, hairpins, papers, and
assorted trinkets rained down on him and scattered across the
walk.

The woman muttered, “If you’d been looking
where you were going, none of this would have happened.”

“Drama queen,” he mumbled to himself.

He helped her gather up the items, thinking
the quicker they were collected, the faster he could be on his
way

His hand accidentally brushed hers and their
heads nearly touched. They were eye-to-eye.

Her cheeks were flushed, he noticed, her blue
eyes blazing. She was a damn good-looking woman.

She stood, snapped her purse shut, and
hurried toward the parking lot.

Face flaming, Morgan gathered up the residue
of cake and icing from the walk and dumped the box in the trash, a
clear indication to himself at least that he remained a gentleman
under stress. His eyeglasses were broken, his hands were sticky,
and his pants and shoes had frosting on them.

Now what? What the hell, he told himself,
you’re here. You don’t want to be a burden to your friends. He had
to admit that sometimes in the night he woke up in terror, knowing
that old age would eventually get him. It was the beast in the
corner, waiting to dig its claws in him and sink its teeth into his
neck.

On that beautiful July day in Columbus, Ohio,
the birds were singing, the flowers were in bloom. As if he were
facing the firing squad, Morgan squared his shoulders and walked
into Whispering Pines Retirement Center and Nursing Home for the
second time that afternoon. “I have an appointment. I’m a little
late.” The receptionist’s eyes were merry behind her glasses. Had
she heard the commotion and peeked out the door?

His face felt hot. He hoped he wasn’t
blushing. Had she seen him come in and hightail it out of the place
once he saw the lethargic crowd? If he’d stuck to his guns, he’d be
on a tour of the center now and would have missed that awful
fight.

The receptionist lifted the phone and dialed.
“Mr. Morgan is here for his appointment.” She looked up at him,
nodding. “She’ll see you in five minutes.”

He asked her where the restroom was. He’d
clean up first.

 


***

Dixie fled to her car, gunned the motor, and
drove from the parking lot onto the street, tires squealing. She
slowed after seeing a patrol car parked a short distance away and
forced herself to proceed more calmly.

That splendid cake, with the magnificent red
and yellow roses—Effie’s favorite colors. She’d never be able to
find another cake that lovely on such short notice.

Her heart was pounding. That man was
obnoxious, overbearing, and insulting. He’d almost knocked her
down. He’d ruined her dress, destroyed the beautiful cake, and
threw money at her as if she were a beggar! Then he had the gall to
call her names.

She increased speed on the open road and
found herself watching in the rearview mirror for flashing lights
that would warn her of a patrolman in pursuit.

She reached for the cell phone and
speed-dialed a number. She needed to talk this over with Vera, her
closest friend. Sympathetic Vera.

The phone was ringing when she glanced at the
car in front of her and saw the bumper sticker, You could drive
better with that phone up your ass. That teed her off again and she
pulled out into the left lane, almost hit a car, and darted around
the vehicle with the offending slogan, waving the phone at the
woman driver. Dixie gave her the finger and watched for signs of
road rage. When the woman just grinned, Dixie sped on.

“Hello, hello, is anyone there?” Dixie heard
Vera’s gravelly voice ask through the receiver.

“Hi, it’s me,” Dixie said breathlessly,
jamming the phone against her ear.

“You sound awful. What happened?” Vera
asked.

“I bumped into a man, literally.”

“In the car? Is he hurt? Are you okay?”

“No, yes. I mean, not in the car. On foot.
And now I’m late for Effie’s party. And I’m in charge. I’ll tell
you about it later. What are you doing at four? If you’re not busy,
I’ll bring by a six-pack and some chips.”

“It’s a date,” Vera said.

At the bakery, Dixie picked up three small
cakes to replace the destroyed sheet cake meant for fifty people.
The clerk squirted a couple of flowers on each and wrote a quick
Happy 100. Dixie felt like crying. The cake for Effie had been
specially designed for her: ornate, dignified, and old-fashioned.
Effie didn’t have much to look forward to, confined to a wheelchair
the way she was. No family left. But she did look forward to her
birthday parties. And 100 was a very special birthday!

Dixie rushed back to the retirement center.
With the three cakes stacked under her chin, she carefully entered
the front door. She glanced furtively around to make sure that
dreadful man wasn’t lurking in the hallways.

Flushed and apologetic, she swept into
Effie’s birthday celebration only thirty minutes late. Multicolored
balloons floated gaily throughout the party room, crowded with
Effie’s friends, most of them residents of the center.

Coffee was perking in the urn. Dixie was
thankful she’d decorated and started preparations before heading
out to pick up the cake, the first cake, that is.

She lined up the three small cake boxes
beside the paper plates, opening each lid, feeling fresh
disappointment at the sight of these second-rate substitutes.

Effie wheeled herself over to look and
clapped her hands. “Scrumptious!”

“You should have seen the one that got away,”
Dixie began, but didn’t want to get all worked up again. “Effie,
you look gorgeous! Who did your hair?” She gave her a hug and
kissed her on the cheek.

“You look pretty gorgeous yourself, Dixie.
Full of pep and ginger. Wish you could pass along some of it to
me.”

Dixie laughed. She liked being with Effie.
She always made her feel like a spring chicken. Well, she was a
spring chicken compared to Effie. Only 79. And a young 79, at
that!

 


***

“I’m Bryce Morgan, but everyone calls me
Morgan.” He shook hands with Mrs. Fontana, activities director of
Whispering Pines, a matronly lady with a pale, square face and very
black hair. Now that he’d calmed down, he took a second look around
him. The place seemed bright and airy, with comfortable overstuffed
furniture grouped around a fireplace, a kind of simulated cozy
living room.

“We light a fire in winter,” Mrs. Fontana
said, smiling. “People sit around and visit after a meal.”

Morgan nodded. A woman and a man sat at
opposite ends of the makeshift living room. The woman fidgeted
endlessly with the ruffles on her blouse. The man dozed, his mouth
slightly open. With each breath, his upper set of teeth moved in
and out between his lips.

Mrs. Fontana pointed to her left. “There’s
the dining room. People have moved in here from other retirement
villages just because of our wonderful meals.” She beamed. “We’re
also known for our friendliness.”

Mrs. Fontana turned to her right, with a
gesture toward Morgan to follow. They passed four women playing
bridge with oversize playing cards. One woman was hooked up to
oxygen. Another had her neck in a brace. In a nearby chair, a woman
with bright red lipstick and painted nails called out, “Hello, Mrs.
Fontana,” her curious eyes fastening on Morgan.

The activities director waved, speaking
softly to Morgan, “The women far outnumber the men. You’ll be very
popular here.”

A shrunken couple, gray-faced, each with a
cane, stood by the elevator, holding hands, smiling a greeting.

Morgan and Mrs. Fontana rode up silently with
them in the elevator. At the second floor, Morgan held the door
while the couple laboriously inched their way out into the hall.
What am I doing here? he asked himself again. He had no real
ailments, just a touch of arthritis and asthma, kept in check by
his inhalers. Okay, so he was 89, but everyone told him he seemed
at least ten years younger.

“This is independent living,” Mrs. Fontana
said as they exited at the third floor. “Are you interested in
something unfurnished or furnished?”

Feeling glummer and glummer, he followed her
down a hallway. “I have furniture.”

She unlocked a door. “Our one bedroom.” He
stepped into the apartment. It smelled shut up and dusty, and it
was smaller than where he lived now. The drapes and carpeting were
drab. The kitchen was just a sink, cupboards, and a small
refrigerator. Not that he did much cooking. Mrs. Fontana seemed to
be waiting for his comment. “Umm hmm,” he grunted. Dismal, he
wanted to say. Well, furniture would make a difference.

“If you like, you can bring in a microwave,”
Mrs. Fontana offered. “We allow them only in independent living.”
She shrugged apologetically. “We don’t want a fire.”

They left the model apartment and walked down
another hallway. This place is a maze, he thought. He wondered how
many residents got lost trying to find their apartments?

“Now we’re in the assisted living wing.” Mrs.
Fontana waved to a woman who sat on a gaily flowered couch,
wheelchair beside her. She was missing her leg from the knee down.
She massaged her stump, the prosthesis resting on the floor.

Mrs. Fontana whispered to Morgan, “Game
soul.” Then she turned into yet another hallway.

Morgan trudged bleakly behind. He scarcely
believed his ears when the sounds of music and laughter drifted his
way.

“Our party room,” Mrs. Fontana said. “They’re
having a birthday celebration for our oldest resident, Effie
Cartwright. She’s 100 today.”

This was more like it, Morgan thought, as he
peered through the open door. Balloons rose and dipped festively in
the room. He recognized the music, “In the Mood.” Beyond a group of
people laughing and talking, he saw a familiar bright yellow dress.
Seated beside an old lady in a wheelchair, helping her open gifts,
was the gray-blonde woman who’d hit him with her purse. She glanced
up in the middle of a smile. Their eyes met. Morgan touched his
forehead, as if tipping his hat.

Her smile faded. She pointedly ignored his
greeting.

“Oh, you know Dixie?” Mrs. Fontana asked.

So her name is Dixie. “Does she live here?”
he asked.

The activities director shook her head. “She
works for us part-time. Helps with the newsletter, bingo, the
parties, reads to a few residents who are blind. They love
her!”

“I see.” So she could be lovable if she
tried.

“Would you like to fill out an application?”
Mrs. Fontana asked when they were back in her office.

“I’m not sure,” he sighed. “I have an
apartment with a lease.”

“Do you live alone?”

He nodded.

“Independent living would be the same as
having your own apartment.”

He tried to smile but his face felt
frozen.

She added, “Then when the next stage of your
life arrives, you’ll move down the hall into assisted living. We
even have a convalescent center. If you break a hip or whatever,”
her red lips parted, showing very white teeth, “you’ll return to
us, your home, for rehab and skilled nursing care. The beauty of it
is you’ll already be acquainted with everyone.”

Except for those who’ve died, he thought, and
the new batch who’ve filed into this elephant burial ground.

She moved some papers around on her desk.
“Why don’t you come back for a meal? Our food is delicious.”

“Maybe I will.” He shook her hand and left
her office. He had a lot to think about. Luckily, there was time.
He sank down on the couch in front of the fireplace, his head
spinning.

A heavy woman lumbered his way. She collapsed
beside him. “You’re new,” she said, slightly out of breath.

“I was just visiting a friend,” he lied.

She leaned toward him. “I’m pretty good
today. Except from my waist down. Hips and knees are bad. Nothing
wrong with my head. A month ago I gave the supervisor a list of
things missing. She said I was getting confused, that her girls
didn’t steal. She thinks it’s me, putting things away and
forgetting where.” Frowning, she gave her head a quick shake.

Morgan nodded warily, sorry he’d lingered

“I’ve had girls working for me for twenty
years and no one can make me believe if they see something they
want, they won’t take it—thinking she’s old and don’t know what she
has.” Her voice drifted off.

Morgan stood.

She held him with her eyes. “One who works
here now used to work for me when I lived at home. Since I’ve been
making such a fuss over all my stuff that’s missing, I’ve found
three things hidden around my apartment that I missed from home
after she quit working for me. She’d put them back.”

Morgan waved good-bye.

“Nice talking to you,” she called as he
walked away.

He was sweating profusely. He wiped his face
with his handkerchief and loosened his tie. His chest felt tight.
As soon as he was out the front door, he drew his Albuterol inhaler
out of his suit pocket and took a deep puff. He’d follow up at home
with a puff of Azmacort. The air was humid today, full of
allergens.

 


***

Dixie and Morgan each savored the drama of
their violent encounter and each told friends a slightly different
version of how they met.

“She broke my glasses and ruined my new
suit,” Morgan laughed over the phone to his good friend Nate. “I
managed to keep both of us from falling to the concrete. We could
have saved the cake—half of it anyway. When I suggested that, she
slugged me with her purse.” He added, “She might be attractive
under other circumstances.”

Dixie wasn’t so kind. “He was rude and
boorish,” she told her friend Vera when she met with her at
four.

“What did he do that was so bad?” Vera asked,
opening a can of German beer for each.

Dixie enumerated. “He ran into me so hard I
almost fell. He destroyed Effie’s cake. Look at my dress! It has to
be dry-cleaned. He had the nerve to throw money at me. My purse was
torn from my shoulder. Everything fell out. It was a mess. And then
he had the gall to stop by Effie’s party!”

“You’re kidding. He crashed the party?”

“Not exactly. But he stood outside the room
and waved at me!”

“He actually had the nerve?” Vera
giggled.

“I hope I never see that oaf again.” Dixie
shook her head. “Why should anyone, unless he’s demented, live in a
retirement center anyway? He looked perfectly healthy.”

“Maybe he didn’t live there, but was just
visiting.”

Dixie took a long sip of beer.

“Was he good looking?” Vera asked with a sly
smile.

Dixie frowned. “I didn’t notice, I was so
upset.”

Vera’s eyes twinkled behind her
tortoise-shell glasses. “I have a feeling it was probably as much
your fault as it was his. Maybe you could sort of straighten things
out with him. You know, if he’s cute.”

“Are you serious?” Dixie exploded. “He left
no doubt he considered me a royal pain. Of course, he could do no
wrong. It was all my fault.” After a few moments, she sighed.
“Anyway, I’ve almost given up hope after that last fiasco with
that—playboy.”

Vera chortled. “You mean the guy who said
he’d like to move in with you but he’d be gone maybe three or four
nights a week?” Vera lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply.

“You think he’s married?” Dixie asked.

“Find out.”

“I don’t know even know his name. I don’t
even want to know his name. Stop smiling,” Dixie told her friend.
She finished her beer just as Vera’s husband Paul breezed in from
the golf course.

That night, Dixie performed her bedtime
ritual. First, she took her pill, that important, not-to-be
forgotten pill, and said silent thanks for the gift of another
precious day. She cold-creamed her face, wiped it off with a
tissue, and then used cleansing lotion. It left her face feeling
tight and shiny. She peered into the bathroom mirror. She looked
darn good, considering all that life had doled out to her. She
slipped on her nightgown. In bed, she brooded, deciding she’d make
no effort to seek this man out. She’d let things develop as they
would.

 


 



Chapter 2

Mixed Messages

 


The next week, as Dixie went about her duties
at the retirement center, she kept an eye out for that rude man,
relieved not to see him again, but disappointed too. On Friday, she
spotted him entering the dining area. That lout wouldn’t be bad
looking, she decided, if he’d get rid of that scowl and comb his
straggly hair.

She busied herself at the residents’ bulletin
board for forty-five minutes, arranging the notices and posting
social events for the week. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw
his tall figure exit the dining room and head toward her. She was
careful to look the other way.

“Why, hello there,” he said, as if he’d just
noticed her.

Dixie turned to face him. She studied him
seriously.

“That was a helluva way to start a
relationship!” He had a cocky smile on his face.

Relationship. What nerve! What did he think
she was? Some kind of tart? Without a word, she turned and headed
out the front door of the center. She wouldn’t give him the
satisfaction of a reply here, in full view of staff and
residents.

He was right behind her. He followed her into
the parking lot. She had no choice but to climb in her car, which
she did, and pretend to be about to start it but, of course, her
keys were in her purse, back in the activities office.

He tapped on the car window.

She sighed, rolling it down. “Yes?”

“Give me a chance?” he pleaded.

“Well . . . ” she began, waiting to see if
he’d apologize and admit everything was as much his fault as
hers.

He gave her a friendly chuckle. “I’m sorry
for the way I acted.”

He’d been crude, obnoxious, and called her
names.

“And I’m sorry I called you a broad.” He
grinned crookedly. “My only excuse is, you rudely interrupted my
thoughts while I was pondering an important question. Should I
continue living alone or give up and enter a senior center?”

“I see you were able to fix your glasses,”
she said coolly.

“How’s your dress?” he grimaced.

“It’s at the cleaner’s.”

“I hope it isn’t ruined,” he said.

“Me too. It’s my favorite dress.” She leaned
over to rifle through the glove compartment, pretending to search
for something. Maybe he’d get the point and leave.

He stuck his hand through the open window.
“I’m Morgan.”

What else could she do? “Dixie Valentine.”
She shook his hand. “Morgan what?”

“Morgan,” he replied, looking down at her
with a teasing grin.

“Morgan Morgan? Sounds like a pseudonym.” He
was probably getting a crimp in his back, bending down that way to
talk through the window. But she’d feel like a fool getting out of
the car now when she was supposed to be driving away.

“Aubrey Bryce Morgan,” he chuckled. “My
mother read it in a book and liked it. Friends call me Morgan. I
hope you will too.”

“You’re thinking of moving into the center?”
She was melting but trying not to show it. He was almost handsome
when he smiled.

“I came by for a meal. I’ve heard so much
about their delicious food.” He rolled his eyes.

“Well, Morgan,” Dixie smiled, relenting, “I
have to tell you. The kitchen here is a work in progress.”

“Aha!” Morgan exclaimed. “Spoken like a
connoisseur of fine dining! And a point on which we agree! A
definite sign we should get together soon.”

She looked at him closely, inspecting the
laugh lines around his mouth. He had full lips, heavy-lidded eyes,
and a slightly hooked nose that gave him a patrician look. Pink
scalp showed through his thinning hair, combed down flat today,
probably held in place with hair gel.

“Look, let me give you a call,” he
persisted.

“I’m in the book,” she said lightly.

“I’ll look for it,” he replied, adopting her
same careless tone, and then he turned away.

She watched him walk to his automobile. He
moved at a brisk pace, his shoulders held high.

She waited until he drove off, then
sheepishly climbed out of her car. She rushed back to the center,
took the elevator to the second floor, and burst into the
activities room. “Sorry,” she mouthed to Beth, who’d already doled
out root beer floats to the assembled residents.

“Don’t worry about it.” Beth waved her
hand.

Dixie scurried around the room, distributing
bingo cards.

At three-thirty, she hurried home. The rest
of the day she listened for the telephone, willing it to ring.
You’re behaving like a teenager, she told herself. For all you
know, he might be married. He said he lived alone, a voice in her
head replied.

 


***

That night Morgan had dinner with Nate
Radebaugh, his good friend of thirty years.

“How was your free lunch today?” Nate
asked.

“The food was terrible.” Morgan hungrily
attacked his omelet. “I ate with two other inmates. One was an
engineer who’d supervised oil pipeline installations in the Middle
East. The other had taught at OSU. Both were World War II vets, men
with interesting tales to tell. Instead, they talked about the
weather, and went on to “supervise” the installation of a new roof
across the street. ‘Well, we got the house under shelter before the
rain came,’ observed one. Then,” Morgan chuckled, breaking apart
his roll and buttering it, “they turned their attention to a
nuthatch that walked the window ledge. It stopped every few inches
to peck on the pane and look inside. ‘I’ll bet that’s the bird
Billie has been feeding,’ said the engineer. ‘Billie?’ asked the
other. ‘You know Billie. She’s the nurse who sometimes walks the
grounds with a small bird either on her arm or diving at her in
search of seed in her hand.’ They didn’t say another word until
dessert, when they asked for seconds on ice cream and cake.”

Nate shrugged and gave a short laugh. “So? To
each his own.”

“They have stories to tell,” Morgan replied
indignantly. “Instead, they’re spectators, looking on at life
outside the window, and eating too much junk.” He nibbled at a
french fry and let it drop to his plate when he saw Nate’s pointed
grin.

Nate asked, “What’s the plan?”

“I have four months to decide. I’ll either
renew my apartment lease or check into the old-folks home.”

The two ate silently for a few minutes.

“I had another run-in with that wild woman.
You know, the one who bumped into me and broke my glasses.”

“Oh?” Nate said.

Morgan laughed. “The last time she hit me
with her purse. This time, she ran away.”

“No kidding?” Nate’s eyes lit up.

“First she pretended she didn’t see me. When
I said hello, she dashed out to the parking lot and tried to hide
in her car. I followed her, and at least got the chance to
introduce myself and apologize. She seemed to expect an apology. If
I decide to move into the center, I don’t want to be meeting her
every day and be subjected to that icy stare.”

Nate grinned. “Why don’t you take her out and
get acquainted? It’s time you found someone who’d give you some
tender loving care.”

“Tender loving care! Are you nuts?” Morgan
exploded. He didn’t want to admit to his friend he’d broached the
subject of a date already. Her response had been less than
enthusiastic. “Torture would be more like it! She has a terrible
temper.”

“So do you.” Nate laughed. “She could make
life interesting.”

After they finished dinner, Nate drove Morgan
to his apartment. “This woman you met—what’s her name?” Nate
asked.

“Dixie Valentine.”

“Call her up. Who knows? Maybe Dixie
Valentine is worth some effort.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Morgan opened the car door.
“I’m almost 90. How long have I got?”

“No one knows how long anyone’s got,” Nate
replied gloomily, “at any age.”

Morgan knew Nate was thinking about his wife,
Irene, only 61, dead from cancer, gone only a few months. He envied
his friend his happy marriage. Morgan had been divorced for—what
was it now? God, almost forty years.

As Morgan exited the car, he mused, “I hear
if you can get through 90, you have a good chance of making 100.”
He thought of the old woman in her wheelchair at the birthday
party. Would he want to make 100, stuck in a wheelchair in the
assisted living section of Whispering Pines?

 


***

Three days later, Morgan picked up an
application packet for admission to Whispering Pines. He stood by
the reception desk, thumbing through the thick sheaf of papers to
find the list of costs. In addition to his room and board, he noted
that assistance, when he reached that decrepit stage, would cost
him by the piece: eight dollars for helping him with his bath, four
dollars for wheeling him down to lunch. He supposed there’d be a
charge for giving him an enema if he needed it. He searched but
couldn’t find that service listed.

On his way to his car, he saw Dixie, clicking
up the walkway in her heels, cool and elegant in a blue dress and
matching hat. Suddenly elated, he waved.

“Why didn’t you call?” she demanded. “Are you
one of those men who always let the woman take the initiative?”

“I didn’t want you to think I had nothing
else to do,” he teased. She looked stunning in that hat of hers,
wide-brimmed, navy blue with a wide white band covered with blue
polka dots. He could smell her perfume. “Are you hungry?” he
asked.

“Starving.”

“How about the pancake place?”

“It’s too hot for pancakes,” she said. “Let’s
go to the Village Inn.”

“The Village Inn?” She had expensive
tastes.

She gave him a huge smile. “Whatever you
suggest.”

“The Copper Skillet,” he said
emphatically.

She sighed dubiously. “How about
Bottilini’s?”

It was too hot for pasta, he was about to
say. But he agreed, so as not to seem mule-headed.

They walked toward the parking lot, debating
over who would drive whose car. Morgan won that round. He soon
regretted his victory. His ancient four-door sedan smoked and
rattled all the way to the restaurant.

“How old is your car?” she asked.

“Twenty-one,” he replied. “Old enough to
drink—a quart of oil every three days.” He’d made up his mind not
to invest in another car until he knew for sure what he’d be
doing.

Everyone at the restaurant knew Dixie—the man
behind the cash register, the waiters, even a few patrons seated at
nearby tables.

“You’re a popular gal.” Morgan said, pleased.
He winced when he picked up the menu and saw the prices.

“I’ll have the chicken parmigiana,” Dixie
said. “Try it. It’s out of this world.”

“Okay.” He noticed it was the least expensive
item on the menu that wasn’t pasta. “How about some wine?” What the
hell. After all, this was a celebration! He had a date.

She shook her head. “I have to go back to
work.”

Over lunch, to impress her, he told her he
was a graduate of Columbia University in accounting.

“When was that?” she asked.

Morgan pretended he didn’t hear her question,
worried she’d think him too old. “Despite the fancy degree, I
started out as a teller,” he said quickly, “moved to Chicago where
my career took off, then transferred back here as a bank officer.
Not bad for a kid whose dad was a janitor.”

“Chicago. I love that town,” she said. “Why
on earth did you leave?”

“Long story.” He could have kicked himself
for mentioning Chicago. He’d never been back since his ignominious
departure, decades ago. And he never would go back. “Let’s hear
about you.”

“I’m a farmer’s daughter, a graduate of
secretarial school.” She gave him a wry smile. “In those days, it
was considered a waste of money to send a girl to college.”

Morgan nodded.

“After the war, I was able to land a
glamorous job as an executive secretary in a big advertising
firm.”

After the war meant World War II. Morgan
guessed her to be about ten years younger than he was. A ten-year
age difference is a lot, he mused, at the beginning and at the end
of life.

“In my job I heard plenty of juicy secrets
about prominent people here in town.” Her blue eyes sparkled.

“Not about me, I hope,” he blurted out,
trying to sound flirtatious.

She raised an eyebrow.

He felt his face getting red, but continued
anyway, “I used to be quite a man about town.” He sawed at his
chicken. Those days were long over. He remembered vividly what his
last girlfriend, Miranda, had said about him eight years ago. All
blow and no show.

As they talked further, they found out they
both knew a few of the same people, like Barry, Dixie’s former boss
at the ad agency. He’d been in the Kiwanis Club with Morgan.

“Small world,” Dixie said. She glanced at her
watch and gasped, “Oh, dear, I’d better get back.”

He wanted to pay for lunch, even though it
would put a crimp in his budget, but she insisted, “We’ll go
dutch.” She picked up the check. “It’s not the forties! Maybe I’ll
let you pay next time.”

Next time! He felt a rush of pleasure. He
hadn’t lost his touch after all.

On the way back to the center, Morgan’s car
died at the stoplight. The motor kept running but it wouldn’t
budge, no matter what gear he put it into.

“I think it’s the transmission,” he said.
“I’ve been having trouble with it.” They were a mile from
Whispering Pines.

“I’m going to be late for work,” Dixie
fumed.

A kind motorist pushed them over to the side
of the road. “Calm down,” Morgan said as Dixie fidgeted. “I’ll call
Triple A.”

“You insisted we take this . . . ” Dixie
mumbled something that sounded like junk heap. “You knew all along
it had transmission problems.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “We
should have taken my car!”

“Well, we should have gone to the pancake
place.” He carefully kept his voice even. “We’d not only be back at
the center by now, we’d have had better food.”

Dixie put her hand to her chest in mock
surprise. Was she laughing at him? He sprang out of the car,
slammed the door, and walked stiffly across the street. He knocked
at the door of a private home and was given permission to use their
telephone.

When he returned, the two sat in silence. He
rolled down his window. “Stuffy,” he mumbled.

“For once, we agree,” she said, rolling down
her window.

Morgan worked hard to keep from smiling.

After his car had been hooked up to the tow
truck, the two squeezed into the front seat of the cab beside the
driver. Dixie giggled. “What’s so funny?” Morgan asked.

“I just hope someone’s looking out the window
when we drive up to the center and I get out of this
contraption.”

Morgan grunted out a laugh. He had to admit
this was a more interesting day than he’d had in a long time,
sitting shoulder-to-shoulder and thigh-to-thigh with this
good-looking woman.

“I’m sorry,” he began, as she climbed out of
the tow truck. He always seemed to be apologizing to her.

“Next time we’ll have pancakes,” she said,
waving good-bye over her shoulder.

Inside the center, as Dixie made the popcorn
and set up the Scrabble boards, she made small talk with the
residents who were fussy about starting late. Her mind was going a
mile a minute. If he really had been a banker, why did he drive
that old car? And why did he leave Chicago? And what did that funny
look on his face mean when he said he hoped she hadn’t heard any
scandal about him? Maybe, just maybe, she’d give Barry at the ad
agency a call about Aubrey Bryce Morgan.

 


***

The wind tore through Tony’s hair and
slammed against his face. Must be almost six g’s. Rocket to Mars!
He cracked the beer on the seat beside him, gulped down a long
swallow, then clamped the can between his legs. He sped down Lake
Shore Drive, Springsteen’s “Born to Run” blaring, screaming,
throbbing in his ears. He zigzagged, switching lanes, passed the
navy pier, then slid off onto East Jackson. He beat time on the
steering wheel with his hands. There was a looker, a cutie pie, on
the corner in very short shorts. He honked and turned to admire her
legs.

Cripes! He almost got creamed. He didn’t see
that stop sign. Better watch it. He had an open can of beer. He
needed another day in court like a hole in the head.

He forced himself to slow down. The sun was
just coming up. He’d hit the skyway. Sprung from his cage! Yeah,
man! Escape to New York City.

He hit the gas. He shot past the Sears
Tower, over the Chicago River. Jeez, a siren behind him. Red light
flashing. He cleared the bridge, screeched around the corner,
careening down a one-way street the wrong way. Did he ditch the
cop? No. He was coming up fast behind him. He made a quick right,
then left. Now there were two cop cars after him. He felt like
someone in a TV car-chase show. He turned the corner again. Dead
end up ahead. He was back at the river. He was going around in
circles. He was losing control. Next thing he knew the car was
wrapped around a street light. He tasted blood. His lip was
bleeding.

A cop was in his face, framed in the open
window. “Get out!” he barked. “Hands on the hood.” He drew his gun.
“What you trying to prove?”

“I like to drive when I get stressed out.”
His head hurt. He must have hit his head.

“What’s your name?” asked the other
cop.

“Tony.”

“We got a report on this plate. Stolen
car.”

Peckerhead! He’d turned him in!

 


 



Chapter 3

The Inspection

 


That night after work Dixie drew up a plan.
First she’d call Barry, her former boss, at home. She put it off as
long as she could. At nine o’clock she dialed the number, her palms
perspiring. It rang and rang. Thank God he wasn’t there. When he
said hello she wanted to hang up, but forced herself to say, “Hi,
it’s Dixie.”

“Dixie! What a surprise! How you been,
sweetheart?”

“Good!” she squeaked brightly. “I’m working
part-time now at Whispering Pines Retirement Center.”

“Lucky them,” he drawled.

Same old Barry, good-hearted, full of BS. She
relaxed. “We need readers for our sight-impaired residents. Someone
to read them the newspapers, their correspondence, write letters .
. . ” She was hurrying. She forced herself to slow down. “You think
Kiwanis might be interested in helping out?”

“I’ll find out. I’ll bring it up at the next
meeting.”

“Great!” Get on with it, Dixie, she told
herself.

“What else is new?”

She chattered on about the center, the
church, her bridge club, hardly listening to what she was saying,
sensing his perplexity. They hadn’t been in touch since she retired
years ago. She took a deep breath. “One other thing. Do you
remember someone by the name of”—she pretended to be reading
it—“let’s see, Aubrey Bryce Morgan? He used to be in Kiwanis, I
believe.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” he answered.

“He said he knew you.” She was
disappointed.

“Give me more to go on.”

“I think he was an officer at one of the
banks in town. Transferred here from Chicago.”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s coming back to me now—Bryce
Morgan, liked to be called Morgan. That’s right, he was a
banker.”

Her spirits perked up.

“Chicago, I don’t know about,” Barry
continued. “He and I were on a couple of fund-raising committees
together. This was a few years ago. Seemed like a decent sort.”

“Any scuttlebutt, gossip? I mean,” she
stammered, “he just started seeing a friend of mine.”

“Ahhh,” Barry said, sounding amused.

“I owe her a favor,” she said
defensively.

“Look, I’ll sniff around. See what I can find
out. What’s your friend’s name? I’ll call her.”

Damn that Barry! “I’ll relay the message,”
Dixie replied breezily, determined not to let on that she knew he’d
guessed the “friend” was her. When Dixie hung up the phone, she
felt galvanized. Step One, set in motion. Now on to Step Two:
invite Morgan to her home.

 


***

Morgan showered and washed his hair. Still in
his underwear, he shaved carefully, patted on aftershave, and
slicked down his thinning hair. He carefully inspected his best
suit. Traces of cake icing still clung to one pant leg. He scrubbed
it off with a damp washcloth.

He’d been surprised to get Dixie’s phone call
last night asking him to brunch today. He’d been hesitant to call
her, afraid she might be sore at him for losing his temper on the
way home from Bottilini’s Friday. If it had bothered her, she
hadn’t let on. He felt wary too. She seemed to be pushing things.
He laughed to himself. She’d been determined they go to the pancake
house today. He supposed she wanted to rub it in, since he’d made
such a big deal out of their not going there last Friday.

After he dressed, he hung up clothes that had
collected in a pile on the floor and cleared dirty dishes off the
kitchen table and put them in the sink, keeping an eye out the
front window for her car. He didn’t want to ask her into his
apartment. It was a mess. Dusty furniture. Dirty carpet.

As soon as he saw her red car pull up at the
curb, he quickly headed out the front door.

She met him on the walkway, a pained smile on
her face. “I came straight here from church. Can I use the
john?”

“Of course,” he said, graciously, he
hoped.

Once she was inside the apartment, he noted
that her eyes flicked over the rooms, taking in the newspapers
strewn about, the trash—cartons from TV dinners mostly—overflowing
the wastebaskets, the crumbs on the coffee table beside his
favorite chair, the lint on the carpet. “Lacks the appropriate
female touch,” he grinned, as he showed her to the bathroom.

“Why not try the appropriate male touch!” she
said briskly as she swept into the bathroom and closed the
door.

Had he put the lid down? Had he cleaned his
whiskers out of the sink? Was his dirty underwear in full view in
the bathroom clothes hamper?

He heard her clothes rustle behind the door.
He felt as if he were eavesdropping. He went over to the kitchen
sink and rinsed dirty dishes so he wouldn’t hear her pee.

When she came out of the bathroom and saw him
scrubbing away, she smiled her approval. “Better late than
never!”

He smiled back sheepishly, stacked the dishes
and dried his hands on the dish towel, checking to see if she
noticed its grimy condition.

She caught his eye and grinned, a dimple
showing in her left cheek.

“Well, you’re dressed up!” he said. She wore
a green suit that complemented her slim figure.

“So are you.”

As he followed her down the flagstone walk,
he realized what was different about her today: her hair. It wasn’t
the usual wavy gray-blonde, but light brown, with a perky
youthful-looking cut.

As he climbed into the passenger side, he
groaned to himself. These compact foreign cars. Not enough leg
room. He’d always believed that Americans should buy American cars,
not boost the economy of overseas businesses. When he knew her
better he would explain this to her. “Nice car,” he said. He
guessed it to be about five years old.

“Great mileage,” she answered. “If you move
your seat back, you’ll be more comfortable.” She started the
engine.

He pushed his seat back and stretched out his
legs. “What did you do to your hair?”

“Do you like it?” She took her eyes off the
road to look at him. “I thought it would set off my green
suit.”

“It’s different,” he said. It made her look
younger.

She fluffed it with one hand. “It’s a wig,”
she laughed. “What do you think?”

Now he could see the hair had a stiff and
artificially shiny look. He liked her real hair better. He searched
for something positive to say. “It does go well with your
suit.”

A phone rang. Oh, yeah, there it was, in a
holder attached to the dashboard.

She held the cell phone to her ear, driving
with her left hand. “Vera. Hi! Yes,” she said. “Yes,” she repeated
several times, her eyes shifting Morgan’s way.

He waved his hand to motion she should keep
her eyes on the road.

“See you then. Bye.” Dixie turned to Morgan.
“My best friend, Vera. We’ve been friends forever.” She prattled on
about Vera.

She’s nervous, he realized, that’s why she’s
talking so much. But he didn’t want to know this much about Vera.
And the way her eyes kept darting from him to the road and back to
him was driving him nuts. He breathed a sigh of relief when they
finally arrived at the restaurant.

The waitress greeted them and took their
order.

“Thanks, Adele,” Dixie said as the waitress
walked away.

“You know her?” Morgan asked.

Dixie shook her head. “I read her name
tag.”

Adele was extremely solicitous throughout the
meal and once asked Morgan, “Would your wife like another cup of
coffee?”

Dixie offered quickly, “We’re just good
friends.” At the same time, Morgan said, “She’s not my wife.”

They both laughed.

“Bread and butter,” Dixie said. “Give me your
hand.”

Morgan took her hand. Her skin was soft as
butter.

“No, like this.” She linked her little finger
around his. “We both have to make a wish.” She closed her eyes, her
lips moving silently.

What the heck. He’d wish for more days like
this!

Dixie released his little finger and opened
her eyes. “To make it come true, we can’t tell each other what we
wished,” she said solemnly.

He nodded, just as serious. He’d play
along.

They ate their pancakes and eggs, Dixie
exclaiming throughout how much she liked the restaurant’s brand of
maple syrup.

“So, what’s happening with your car?” Dixie
asked when they’d finished eating.

“They’ll be able to patch up the
transmission, they say. It’s like throwing money down a rat
hole.”

“You ought to consider a compact car, like
mine.”

“I can’t stand those little cars,” he blurted
out. “Anyway, if I buy, I’ll be patriotic and buy American!”

Her head reared back. “Are you suggesting I’m
anti-American?”

“No, no. It’s just that it’s a proven fact,”
he blustered, trying to steer the conversation in a safer
direction, “that the larger cars are safer, more comfortable, and
easier to handle . . . ”

She cut him off. “The imports are more
reliable and the big cars are gas guzzlers.”

He made his voice ingratiating. “I only
wanted to say that larger cars are easier to handle in bad
weather.”

She smiled demurely. “I bought my car used
with over 80,000 miles on it and it’s still going strong.”

She was slippery, not responding to his
comments and just plowing ahead with her own agenda to prove that
foreign cars were better. Well, two could play that game! “I
repeat, it’s patriotic to support the national economy.”

“Well, if you look in the door panel of my
foreign car you’ll see it was assembled in the United States of
America,” she said, her voice triumphant.

“Okay,” he grinned. She liked—no—needed to
have the last word. He shrugged. “I like the Buick, the way it
rides.”

“Well,” she said, squeezing his hand, “you
have every right to.”

He wondered what she used to make her skin so
soft. Just then Adele came with the check. Morgan grabbed it and
gruffly said, “I’m paying for both of us today.”

“Come back now,” the waitress chirped, as
they got up to leave.

“We certainly will, Adele,” Dixie answered,
“and we’ll ask for you.”

Morgan smiled and nodded.

When Morgan paid the bill, he bought Dixie a
jug of maple syrup. It cost more than if he’d picked up a bottle at
the grocery, but he felt the occasion demanded it. We’re good
friends, she’d told the waitress. He felt a glow.

As Dixie backed the car out of the lot, she
asked, “Would you like to come home with me?”

“Okay,” he said, not sure what she had in
mind, but eager to find out.

Dixie slowed the car when they passed a
playground. “Look, the children are out playing today,” she said
excitedly. “Little League. I stop sometimes and watch. There’s a
darling little boy . . . he’s not here all the time.” She took her
hand off the wheel and pointed. “There he is, the one with baggy
uniform and the big ears.”

She really liked kids. “You have kids?” he
asked.

“No,” she said. Her voice sounded muffled.
Were those tears in her eyes? He must have been mistaken because
when she turned to look at him, her eyes were clear and she wore a
big smile on her face. “I’d just like to take that little boy home
in a shopping bag,” she said.

 


***

Dixie slowed down at a splendid two-story
pink stucco house situated on what looked to be a half-acre corner
lot. They coasted up the driveway, bordered on both sides by neat
rows of multicolored flowers. A leafy elm shaded one side of the
large lawn. The grass was thick and green. Shrubs and flowers
bloomed in front of the cement porch, which held a swing. “Why,
it’s almost a palace,” Morgan told her. This place must be worth a
half million dollars at least, he estimated. “It’s a very pleasant
neighborhood.”

“Yes,” she smiled. “Can you give me a hand?”
She opened the trunk of her car and handed him two reams of
stationery. She picked up a couple of boxes of envelopes and a
large packet of printed labels. “Church mailing,” she said.

A little dog met them at the door, dancing
ecstatically as the two entered the hallway. “Hi, Jiggs.” She put
her packages on a marble tabletop and swept Jiggs up into her arms.
“He’s a Lhasa apso and has been my male companion for the last
thirteen years. We love each other.”

“Pretty frisky for an old man,” Morgan said.
Jiggs would be 91 in dog years, two years older than Morgan. The
little dog’s rust-colored fur held a tinge of blonde and was faded
with age at his ears, eyes, and belly.

Dixie nuzzled Jiggs, then slid him to the
floor. He scampered away, looking like a dust mop without a
handle.

Morgan set down his two reams of stationery
beside Dixie’s envelopes and followed her into the spacious living
room which spread out from the front entry. He sat in one of the
matching barrel chairs.

“Would you like some iced tea?” she
asked.

“Wonderful!” While she was in the kitchen, he
looked around. Light green drapes with sheer white curtains hung at
the windows. Darker green wall-to-wall carpeting, still showing the
vacuum-cleaner tracks, complemented the drapes and wall fixtures.
Light ivory walls added a touch of brightness.

When Dixie returned with the iced tea, he
looked at her with a new appreciation of her abilities and
taste.

She served him, handing him a coaster.

She probably thought he was such a slob he
might set the sweating glass down on the walnut tabletop and ruin
it. “Sorry about the mess in my apartment,” he made a face. “You
know how it is, when you live alone as long as I have.”

“How long is that?” she asked, sitting on the
sofa. Jiggs looked up at her mournfully until she invited him into
her lap. He jumped up and licked her face.

Morgan took a sip of iced tea. “Delicious.”
He didn’t want her to know he’d been without a wife for almost
forty years. Sure, there’d been plenty of girlfriends in between,
but it wasn’t the same. Besides, he didn’t want to give away his
age. He didn’t want to scare her off.

She persisted. “How long have you been
alone?”

“Almost eight years.” Not exactly a lie. His
last girlfriend hadn’t actually lived with him, but she’d slept
over from time to time.

“Your wife, did she die?”

He hesitated, shook his head. At least he
didn’t think she was dead. “We’re divorced. How about you?”

“My husband Alfred died fifteen years ago.”
She rose, pushing Jiggs gently off her lap, crossed to an end table
and retrieved a photo from the clutter of photos sitting there. She
handed it to Morgan. “He worked for the gas company, in charge of
warehouses and shops.”

Morgan examined the picture of the smiling
man. “Nice looking.”

“A jewel,” she said mechanically, her eyes
distant.

“Lucky you,” he answered.

She gave a mocking laugh, took the photo from
him, and returned it to its spot. When she sat down again, she
seemed almost sad.

He wondered what the story was.

He felt something warm and wet on his ankle.
“Why, hello, there.” Jiggs stopped licking and stared up at him,
waiting for an invitation into his lap.

“Jiggs likes you.” Dixie smiled. “He’s
usually very standoffish.”

Morgan reached over and patted him on the
head, hoping that was enough to keep Jiggs grounded and his suit
free of dog hair. “So you’re a busy gal. You work for Whispering
Pines and the church too?”

She nodded. “I work at the senior center four
hours a day, five days a week. But I find I really spend more time
there than that,” she complained good-naturedly, “reading to
residents who’ve lost their sight, taking those without cars to the
supermarket, helping with special activities. Some months it’s hard
to fit in my church duties too.”

“Just like to keep busy, huh?” he asked.
Maybe she needed the extra income. Heating and upkeep on this home
must be out of sight.

She gave a noncommittal grunt. “I enjoy the
residents. So many have no one who takes an interest in them. And
at the church . . . ”

He half-listened as she spoke of her
responsibilities connected with the bimonthly mailings of the
church newsletter. He tried to see into the dining room from where
he sat.

“Why don’t we take a tour?” she asked.

He followed her into the dining room, which
occupied the back corner of the house. It was at least fourteen by
twenty feet and furnished with an elegant china cabinet that
extended across one wall, a gleaming corner cupboard, and a massive
walnut table with twelve matching chairs.

“Beautiful.” One shelf of the corner cupboard
was crowded with pigs of all sizes, shapes, and colors. Another
shelf held an assortment of dolls and pincushions with
old-fashioned hatpins. A third shelf contained a variety of ancient
Bibles. “You’re a collector,” he said.

She nodded proudly.

He felt edgy. He wasn’t sure why she’d
invited him here. Maybe she wanted to impress him with this home on
which she’d lavished so much care. Maybe she wanted something else.
Could he rise to the occasion? Damn it, he would try!

They passed through an archway into the
kitchen, a well-planned area with a counter and room for even a
small dinner party for two or three couples. He envisioned himself
coming over here for meals. He hoped she was a good cook. “Do you
entertain a lot?”

“No more dinner parties,” she laughed. “Just
intimate friends.” She patted him on the shoulder.

Intimate friends? Did that mean what he
thought it meant?

Off the kitchen was a half bathroom and a
laundry room with washer and dryer, and then a small den or family
room with an entrance to the two-car garage. The fireplace, stocked
with birch wood at one side and little hickory logs at the other,
gave the room a comfortable, lived-in look. “Do you use the
fireplace?” he asked.

“It’s just for show,” she said. “Too
dirty.”

Through the sliding-glass door, he glimpsed
the backyard, surrounded by a wooden fence. Like the front, the
grass was green and thick from being watered properly. Well-trimmed
shrubs and flowers bordered the patio and the back of the house.
Two hummingbirds sipped from a feeder hanging from a maple tree.
“Do you do the yard work?” he asked.

“I do what I can,” she said. She opened the
sliding-glass door and Jiggs bounded out into the yard, yapping
happily. The hummingbirds flew away.

“This is a lot of house for one person,”
Morgan said, as they left the family room and walked through the
hallway to the stairs. “How many bedrooms?” he asked. Just as he
thought she was going to show him the upstairs bedrooms, and he was
deciding he would try to kiss her up there, the doorbell rang. Then
someone rapped on the door and pushed it open. “Anybody home?”

Morgan jumped guiltily.

“Why, hello.” The lanky woman with long
stringy hair looked from Morgan to Dixie and gave a meaningful
glance up the stairs. Morgan felt she could read his mind and knew
what his intentions had been. She strode toward him holding out her
hand. He shook it.

“Vera, what a nice surprise!” Dixie said.
Morgan could have sworn Dixie was blushing. “This is Morgan.
Morgan, Vera.”

She was tall, almost as tall as he was and
wore slacks and horn-rimmed glasses. “Nice to meet you.” Morgan
forced a smile. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” He racked his brain
to remember all the things Dixie had told him about Vera on their
way to the pancake house.

“Me too!” Her eyes were curious but friendly.
“I was out shopping and thought I’d drop by with those shoes I told
you about.” She handed Dixie a bag, saying to Morgan, “They don’t
fit right. I’ve been meaning to let Dixie try them. She’s about the
right size.”

Morgan glanced down at Vera’s feet. They were
quite a bit bigger than Dixie’s.

Vera saw him looking and said, “They’re my
daughter’s.” She smiled. “Sorry to barge in. I didn’t know you were
busy.” She threw another pointed look up the stairs. “I’ll be on my
way.”

“I was just giving Morgan the grand tour,”
Dixie said. Overly effusive, Morgan thought. “Come in and sit
down.”

Morgan returned to the barrel chair, Dixie
and Vera sat on the couch. He felt Vera scrutinizing him.
“Beautiful day out there,” he said lamely.

“Ice cream, anyone?” Dixie sprang up
nervously.

“I’ll take a little,” Vera answered
quickly.

“Me too,” Morgan said.

“Dixie tells me you’re from Chicago,” Vera
said after Dixie left for the kitchen.

He nodded warily. Why had he ever opened his
big mouth about Chicago? “I consider myself a Buckeye.”

“How long have you lived in Ohio?”

“Long enough to feel at home.”

“Dixie tells me you were an officer at the
bank.”

“Yes.”

“What do officers do exactly?”

“It depends. I did loans mostly.”

“When did you retire?” she asked.

This was getting to be a cross-examination.
He smiled kindly but firmly to let her know it wasn’t any of her
damn business!

“Dixie and I have been friends for years.
We’re in bridge club together. We tell each other everything and
look out for each other too.” Vera wore a pleasant look, but her
eyes were serious.

Sounds like a warning, Morgan thought.

“Need some help out there?” Vera went into
the kitchen. Morgan heard her say, “He’s cute but nearly mute.”
Then their voices dropped.

He strained to hear what they were saying.
Dishes clattered. Their murmurs were broken by fits of giggles. He
was getting annoyed. He stood up, about to barge into the kitchen,
interrupt their tete-a-tete.

Just then Dixie bubbled into the living room,
followed by her tall friend. “Sorry we took so long,” Dixie
trilled, handing him his dish. Vera flashed him an innocent smile
before she sank down on the couch and dug into her ice cream.

Morgan ate in silence, then waited, grimly
polite, for Vera to leave so he and Dixie could take up where they
left off. Vera remained glued in place, chatting with Dixie about
people and places he didn’t know. “It’s late. I’ll be getting
home,” he said after half an hour. He’d come over expecting to be
the center of attention. Now the friend with the stringy hair was
monopolizing Dixie.

Dixie jumped up. “I’ll take you.”

“Don’t bother,” he said brusquely. “I’ll call
a cab. Where’s the phone?”

“You’ll do no such thing. I’ll be right
back,” she said to Vera.

He knew the two were going to talk about him.
Their hilarity in the kitchen was just the prelude.

When he got in the car, he felt something
behind him, jabbing him in the back. He pulled it out and held it
up. The maple syrup. “Look what we forgot.”

“I’ll think of you every time I use it,”
Dixie said.

“Well, I’ll have to keep you supplied!” He
tried to make his voice jovial but
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